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ABSTRACT 
Challenging the common notion that mythological comedies simply burlesque stories found 
in epic and tragedy, this dissertation shows that comic poets were active participants in 
creating and transmitting myths and argues that their mythical innovations influenced 
accounts found in tragedy and prose mythography. Although no complete Greek 
mythological comedy survives, hundreds of fragments and titles reveal that this type of 
drama was extremely popular; they were staged in Greece, Sicily, and Southern Italy and 
make up about one-half of all comedies produced in some periods. These fragments, 
supplemented by Plautus’ Amphitruo (the only nearly complete mythological comedy), vase-
paintings, and ancient testimonia, shed light on the vibrant tradition of comic mythology. 
 In chapter one, I argue that ancient scholars’ and prose mythographers’ citations of 
comedies invite us to view comedians as authoritative myth-makers. I then survey the 
development of mythological comedy throughout the fifth and fourth centuries BCE. The 
plays’ titles reveal common mythical topics as well as a number of comic myths that survived 
independent of the tragic tradition. In chapter two, I argue that Cratinus’ Dionysalexandros 
and Epicharmus’ Odysseus the Deserter are wildly innovative comedies that challenge 
previous accounts for mythological authority. In chapter three, Epicharmus’ Pyrrha and 
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Prometheus, Pherecrates’ Antmen, and Cratinus’ Wealth Gods are studied to show how 
comedians created new stories by fusing myths together and by combining myth and 
historical reality. In chapter four, I look at the affairs of Zeus to show the dramatists’ 
different approaches to the same mythical material. While tragedians tend to focus on the 
suffering of Zeus’ victims, comedians feature Zeus’ humorously outlandish and usually 
harmless seductions. In chapter five, on the Amphitruo, I show how Plautus has transformed 
a myth about the birth of Heracles into a story about Jupiter’s long-term affair with a 
pregnant woman. In chapter six, I enter the debate about comedy’s influence on tragedy and 
argue that mythical variants invented by the comic poet Cratinus have been incorporated into 
Euripides’ Trojan Women and Helen, which demonstrates that, as early as the fifth century, 
comic poets were seen as mythological authorities. 
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Aristophanes is best known for his comedies with biting political and social critiques, but 
in Plato’s Symposium, he is a myth-maker. Invited to deliver a speech in praise of love, 
the comic poet invents a new myth (189a-193e), explaining that there were formerly three 
kinds of human beings: a male-female form born of the moon, a male-male form born of 
the sun, and a female-female form born of the earth. These humans were extremely 
powerful and even challenged the supremacy of the Olympians. Zeus answered the threat 
by splitting humans in half, and then Apollo healed the humans and molded them into 
their current bodies. These previous forms, however, explain mankind’s various 
sexualities, as the humans try to reunite with their former halves. If Hephaestus were to 
ask two lovers whether they would like to be reunited into a single entity, surely no one, 
Aristophanes suggests, would refuse. 
 Although Aristophanes presents a novel etiology for human love, he constructs 
his story using familiar mythological tropes and divine agents. Mankind’s challenge to 
the Olympians recalls the Gigantomachy and other mortal attempts to overcome gods, 
scenarios to which Aristophanes alludes (190b-c),1 and the gods’ punishment of humans 
recalls Zeus’ plan to decrease the population of the earth, familiar from the Cyclic Epics. 
In Aristophanes’ story, gods also play their traditional roles: Zeus the leader, Apollo the 
healer, and Hephaestus the craftsman. 
  This speech also has a touch of humor, especially in the depiction of beings with 
two heads, four arms, and four legs, tumbling around on their limbs with great speed. 
                                                
1 Specifically, he cites the story of Ephialtes and Otus, who bound Ares in chains for over 
a year (Iliad 5.385-91) and attempted to assault Olympus (Odyssey 11.305-20). 
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Aristophanes, however, is worried not about saying something silly (γελοῖα) but rather 
something ridiculous (καταγέλαϲτα, 189b), suggesting, therefore, something can be 
humorous without being ridiculous. Elsewhere in the Symposium Alcibiades makes 
similar, subtle distinctions. He enters drunk, risking ridicule from the symposiasts 
(καταγελάϲεϲθέ µου ὡϲ µεθύοντοϲ), but he claims that, though they laugh, he will still 
speak the truth (ἐγὼ δέ, κἂν ὑµεῖϲ γελᾶτε, ὅµωϲ εὖ οἶδ’ ὅτι ἀληθῆ λέγω, 212e). In his 
own speech, Alcibiades praises Socrates (221e-222a), whom the inexperienced and 
foolish (ἄπειροϲ, ἀνόητοϲ) man may ridicule (καταγελάϲειεν) because his discourses 
seem silly at first (φανεῖεν ἂν πάνυ γελοῖοι τὸ πρῶτον), but Socrates actually relates 
sense, godliness, virtue, beauty, and goodness (νοῦϲ, θειότατοϲ, ἀρετή, καλόϲ, 
ἀγαθόϲ).  
 Thus the Symposium reflects the comic poet’s potential for innovative myth-
making, which can be silly but not necessarily without merit. As the comic poet claims 
before his speech, saying silly things (γελοῖα εἴπω) could be both profitable and native 
to his Muse (ἂν κέρδοϲ εἴη καὶ τῆϲ ἡµετέραϲ µούϲηϲ ἐπιχώριον, 189b).2 If Hesiod’s 
Muses can tell lies,3 Aristophanes’ Muse can tell jokes.  
                                                
2 Similar sentiments are expressed in Aristophanes’ comedies themselves. For example, 
in Acharnians (497-501), the comic hero Dicaeopolis claims that comedy (τρυγωιδία) 
knows just things (τὸ δίκαιον), and in Frogs (389-390), the Chorus of Eleusinian 
Initiates pray to say things that are funny (γελοῖα) and things that are serious 
(ϲπουδαῖα). On the issue of seriousness in comedy, see Silk 2000a, 301-49, and Kidd 
2014. The debate usually concerns whether Aristophanes’ comedies contain (or were 
thought to contain by his Athenian audience) serious political commentary. Arguing for 
seriousness, see de Ste Croix 1972, Henderson 1992; against seriousness, see Heath 1987. 
3 Theogony 27 
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 My goal is to find this forgotten Muse of Comic Mythology. The comic poets 
engaged with myth in many ways, but here I will argue specifically that the comic poets 
were active participants in shaping their culture’s mythological tradition. They were 
myth-makers. Like epic poets, lyric poets, and tragic poets, the comic poets inherited a 
rich tradition of tales that was theirs to transmit, reshape, and augment. Traditionally, it 
has been assumed that comic poets have stolen their stories from the serious genres and 
have crudly distorted or lowered mythic tales. This assumption, which stems primarily 
from the supposed inferiority of humorous genres to serious ones, cannot explain the 
comedians’ creative and innovative engagement with the mythological tradition.4 Nor can 
it explain the comedians’ influence on other mythological traditions, including, I will 
argue, tragedy and prose mythography. Comic mythology should not be studied as 
derivative of serious mythology, but as an equal to it. 
 Comedians, like Aristophanes in the Symposium, could and frequently did 
produce plays with mythological subjects, and comedies of this kind were staged for over 
two-hundred years. The earliest evidence for Greek comedy comes from Sicily, where the 
comic poet Epicharmus, around 500 BCE, produced several plays with mythological 
plots. In Athens, Cratinus, the elder contemporary of Aristophanes, was apparently a 
master of the genre. Mythological comedies continued to be produced in Athens even at 
the height of political comedy’s popularity in the 420s and 410s, and Aristophanes, the 
                                                
4 Walsh 2009, 18-23, and Wright 2007, 431, also reject the idea that comedy is inherently 
secondary or inferior to serious literature. 
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political comedian par excellence, wrote mythological plays in the twilight of his career.5 
Aristophanes’ own turn to mythical subjects coincides with a marked increase in the 
popularity of mythological comedies in the first half of the fourth century, but at the end 
the century, when Menander and his contemporaries favored domestic subjects, 
mythological comedy rapidly fell out of favor. In sum, we can identify nearly 400 
mythological comedies from antiquity, and if we divide Greek comedy into three broad 
categories of plays with primarily mythological, domestic, or topical and political themes, 
mythological comedy outlasted both its counterparts. 
  Unfortunately, no completely extant Greek comedy of this type survives 
complete, and, in fact, Plautus’ Roman comedy Amphitruo is the only nearly complete 
example from antiquity. In the absence of complete plays, scholars must rely extensively 
on hundreds of extant fragments, ranging in size from a few letters to dozens of lines, for 
an understanding of mythological comedy. In the past, scholars have interpreted these 
fragments primarily through the lens of the extant comedies of Aristophanes and of 
Menander. Influenced by the dramaturgy of Aristophanes, students of mythological 
comedy have produced valuable studies on the possible reflection of politics in these 
plays6 and the incorporation of tragedy and paratragic elements.7 Looking forward to 
                                                
5 Mythology, however, has influenced even Aristophanes’ political and topical plays. See 
Bowie 1990. 
6 Most studies of Cratinus comment on the politics of his plays. See recently Bakola 
2010. 
7 A comprehensive study of tragic parody in the fragments has not been attempted, but 
many studies of specific poets and plays address this phenomenon. On Aristophanic 
paratragedy, see Rau 1967; Dover 1972, 183-9; Handley 1985, 384-8; Goldhill 1991, 
167-222; Taplin 1993, 79-88; Silk 1993, 2000a, 2000b, 302-3; Platter 2007. 
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Menandrian comedy, scholars have shown how the mythological comedies, which 
sometimes depict gods and heroes in everyday situations, anticipate domestic comedy.8 
 Increased access to the fragments of comedy, however, has changed scholars’ 
understanding of the relationship between the extant plays and the fragments. Indeed, the 
study of Greek comedy changed with the publication of Kassel and Austin’s Poetae 
Comic Graeci (PCG), the first complete, authoritative edition of the fragments. 
Translations of the fragments have followed, most notably Storey’s Loebs of the poets of 
Old Comedy as well as Rusten’s The Birth of Comedy, which makes available in English 
a wide range of evidence about comedy from the early fifth to the early third centuries. 
The first commentaries on the fragments are also being produced, most notably Olson’s 
work on many important comic fragments and the Fragmenta Comica series, which will 
include commentaries on every extant Athenian comic fragment.9   
 These works, and especially the PCG, have facilitated studying the fragments out 
from under the shadows of Aristophanes and Menander, and this has been one of the 
most important advances in the study of Greek comedy. Indeed, Aristophanes and 
Menander seem not to be completely representative of the genre which they are often 
thought to represent. Csapo has even argued that Hellenistic scholars preserved selected 
works of Aristophanes and Menander in order to support their arguments about the 
evolution of comedy from political to apolitical,10 and the periodization of comedy into 
the three periods “Old,” “Middle,” and “New” (or rather, two periods with a transitional 
                                                
8 Nesselrath 1990, 1993; Rosen 1995; Casolari 2003; Konstantakos 2014 
9 Storey 2011, Rusten 2011, Olson 2007 
10 Csapo 2000 
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“Middle” phase) has, for a long time, been retained in modern scholarship. As Csapo has 
noted, however, “For us, Old and New Comedy are by definition Aristophanocentric and 
Menandrocentric.”11 Therefore, we should be cautious when using Aristophanes and 
Menander to interpret the available fragments, and this is especially true for mythological 
comedy because neither comedian’s corpus preserves a comedy of this type.  
 
A DEFINITION OF MYTHOLOGICAL COMEDY 
Greek comedy is an extremely flexible genre and features plots of many different kinds, 
roughly divided into broad types such as mythological, domestic, or topical. These are, 
however, by no means strict classifications or even the only types of comedies. Utopia 
and satire (intellectual, literary, cultural, as well as political) are other common types, and 
plays could be a combination of these different types.12 For example, Aristophanes’ 
Knights features domestic and political satirical elements, and Acharnians was political, 
literary critical, and mythical. Defining mythological comedy, therefore, presents a 
challenge: these comedies often incorporated other themes and, in turn, other types of 
comedies often incorporated mythology. Nevertheless, I define mythological comedy as 
one with a reiterative plot (logos) drawn from the body of Greek myth (mythos) including 
gods and heroes as characters. Because I argue that the comic tradition of myth is equal 
                                                
11 Csapo 2000, 115. Nesselrath 1990 defends this periodization. 
12 See Storey 2010 and Henderson 2013, 252. 
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to that of other genres, this same definition would apply just as well to other mythological 
genres.13  
 Other scholars have either defined mythological comedy differently or called the 
same material by a different name. Bowie, who has done important work that advances 
our understanding of mythological comedy, focuses primarily on the preserved titles of 
possibly mythological comedies, and he provides much fertile ground for further study of 
the fragments. He offers two different definitions, the first of which reveals the great 
flexibilty in the genre. He identifies three kinds of mythological comedy: 1. a comic 
treatment of a myth without a specific model and without “having any further purpose 
beyond the comic treatment of the myth”; 2. a parody of a specific tragic or epic version 
of a myth; 3. a comic treatment of a myth, with or without a specific model, for political 
satire.14 Bowie has created three categories based on two binary criteria: parodic or not 
and political or not. In a later essay, Bowie defines mythological comedy more broadly. 
He says that mythological comedies are those “that took mythological subjects as their 
principal themes, either by treating a particular myth comically or by putting characters 
from mythology into new situations.”15 This definition is close to my own, but I aim to 
emphasize that certain myths are naturally comic and so would originate in comedy or be 
treated primarily, if not exclusively, by comedians or other unserious sources.  
                                                
13 Tragedies do not receive classifications similar to comedies because comedy was a 
more flexible genre and tragedy almost exclusively treated mythology. To be sure, the 
tragic poets did experiment, although rarely, with both historical and fictional subjects. 
Historical tragedies include Aeschylus’ Persians and Phrynichus’ Sack of Miletus, and 
Aristotle (Poetics 1451b) tells us that Agathon invented the plot and characters for one of 
his tragedies. 
14 Bowie 2000, 322 
15 Bowie 2010, 143 
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 While Bowie has focused primarily on the extant titles, others have explored the 
fragments of these plays. One of the most important works is Nesselrath’s study of 
comedy in the fourth century (traditionally called Middle Comedy). He has shown how 
comic poets of this period commonly depicted gods and heroes in everyday scenarios. 
Gradually, these scenarios are stripped of their mythological trappings, resulting in plots 
familiar in domestic comedy. 16  Casolari applies Nesselrath’s thesis to earlier 
mythological comedy, including the earliest extant comedies of Epicharmus. She finds 
that, even before the fourth century, gods and heroes in comedy have human traits and 
characteristics.17  
  A few studies of individual poets and plays suggest even more possible modes of 
comedy’s engagement with myth, and my own approach here is informed by these 
studies. Bakola’s monograph on the comic poet Cratinus,18 a master of mythological 
comedy and frequently identified as one of the three canonical poets of fifth-century 
comedy,19 has greatly enriched our understanding not only of Cratinus’ work in general 
but also his mythological comedies in particular. She has shown how Cratinus’ use of 
tragedy differs from Aristophanic paratragedy, and she provides a more nuanced 
understanding of the relationship between myth and politics in Cratinus’ mythological 
plays. Bolder yet is Henderson’s study of Cratinus’ Nemesis, which he suggests 
                                                
16 Nesselrath 1990. See also Konstantakos 2002, 2014, and Sumler 2014. 
17 Casolari 2003. Sommerstein 2005 notes that Casolari’s work does not go much beyond 
Nesselrath’s study of fourth-century comedy or Bowie’s analysis of the fifth-century 
comedians. 
18 Bakola 2010 
19 E.g., Horace Satires 1.4.1-5, Persius 1.123-25, Quintilian 10.1.65-66 
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introduced important and influential innovations to the myth of Helen’s birth.20 Willi, 
Rodrígez-Noriega Guillén, and Revermann have noted several ways in which the Sicilian 
poet Epicharmus reappropriated epic myth for his comedies.21  
 
Burlesque, Travesty, Parody 
On the whole, however, scholars have been extremely hesitant to discuss these comedies 
as part of a comic tradition of myth. This resistance to mythological originality in 
comedy and to possible comic influence on other genres is reflected in the names 
commonly used to describe it: burlesque, travesty, and parody. In his seminal study of 
parody in Aristophanic comedy, Rau defines travesty, a term usually used 
interchangeably with burlesque,22 in opposition to parody: in parody, base content is 
clothed in the elevated style of serious poetry, whereas in travesty, the elevated content of 
serious poetry is clothed in a base style.23 Rau, furthermore, identifies two modes of 
travesty: 1. well-known events of serious poetry make up the content (e.g., the love affair 
of Zeus and Alcmene in Plautus’ Amphitryon) or 2. usually serious figures appear in a 
funny story (e.g., Hermes in the Homeric Hymn to Hermes and Dionysus in 
                                                
20 Henderson 2012 
21 Willi 2008 and 2012, Rodrígez-Noriega Guillén 2012, Revermann 2013 
22 Cf. Cuddon 2013, s.v. “travesty,” Bakola 2010, 121 n. 12, uses burlesque and travesty 
interchangeably, but Frye et al. 1985, s.v. “pastiche,” make a subtle distinction: “travesty 
is usually more savagely reductive than parody and burlesque is generally more broadly 
aimed at a literary form or at life itself, rather than a particular author or work.” 
23 Rau 1967, 17-18: “In der Travestie erhält das erhabene Subjekt niedere Prädikate, in 
der Parodie, strebt das niedere Subjekt nach erhabenen Prädikaten.” 
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Aristophanes’ Frogs). 24  Similar definitions are found in Der Neue Pauly and A 
Dictionary of Literary Terms and Literary Theory, but Rau’s definition is most germane 
to ancient Greek mythological comedy.  
 Rau’s definition of travesty is problematic in two regards. First, there is no reason 
to think that the Greek gods are, as Rau implies, inherently serious but are sometimes 
depicted in humorous situations. Should we really consider the terrifying Dionysus of 
Euripides’ Bacchae a more valid manifestation of the divine than his imperfect and 
risible counterpart in Aristophanes’ Frogs?25 The overwhelming evidence that laughter 
was a prevalent aspect of Greek ritual and the Greek religious experience suggests we 
should not.26 In fact, Dionysus seems at home (and is, indeed, found more commonly) in 
comedy, and Euripides seems to be inventing the tragic Dionysus in his Bacchae.27 
Euripides’ Dionysus (as well as Heracles, another common comic character, in Euripides’ 
Heracles Mad and Sophocles’ Trachiniae) is all the more disturbing because of his 
usually jovial interactions with mortals in comedy. Second, Rau’s definition implies that 
travesties had literary models, and it is commonly assumed that mythological comedies 
                                                
24 These two modes are similar to Bowie’s 2010 definition of mythological comedy, but 
Bowie’s conception of  mythological comedy is more flexible than Rau’s.  
25 Cf. Parker 2005, 152: Tragedy and comedy “extended the varieties of religious 
experience. One god in the city might play many parts, and the Dionysus of, say, 
Bacchae or Frogs was part of an Athenian’s experience of Dionysus no less than was the 
Dionysus of the Anthesteria. The omnipresence of the divine in drama may have 
something to do with ritual origins. But the richness and diversity of the images of the 
divine presented in drama, the intellectual and emotional challenge, were possible 
because the poets saw their primary task as one of exploring human experience, not of 
honouring the gods.” 
26 See Halliwell 2008, esp. 160-91 
27 Dobrov 2001, 70-88 
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somehow distort a specific tragic or epic version.28 Again, the evidence shows this was 
not always the case. In this regard, the treatment of myth in Aristophanic comedy has 
unfairly biased our approach to all uses of mythology in comedy. Since Aristophanes 
often parodies tragedy, especially Euripidean tragedy, we have come to see this as a 
defining quality of comedy, both of the fifth and fourth centuries. Scholars often assume 
that a comedy that shares a title with a tragedy is modeled on that tragedy, but there is no 
real basis for such an assumption. I am not denying that, say, Strattis’ Medea parodied 
Euripides’ famous tragedy of the same name, but I think we should be open to the 
possibility that Strattis’ entire plot is not derived from Euripides’ play.29 
 Since humorous stories about the gods are found already in Homer, these stories 
are certainly not (exclusively) an intertextual phenomenon. As Konstantakos notes, 
mythological comedy has antecedents already in Homeric poetry and analogues in other 
ancient cultures. 30 Two notable examples are the Deception of Zeus (Iliad 14.153-351) 
and Demodocus’ song about the love triangle of Hephaestus, Aphrodite, and Ares 
(Odyssey 8.266-366). Both stories describe torrid love affairs of the gods, a subject ripe 
for gentle mockery and laughter. Indeed, specific myths (e.g., the affairs of Zeus and 
births of gods) seem to have been more suitable for comic, rather than tragic, treatment.31 
 
                                                
28 Casolari 2003 follows Rau in assuming travesties distort the plot of a well-known 
myth. 
29 See my discussion of Strattis’ Medea in chapter 1. 
30 Konstantakos 2014. He cites parallels from ancient Hittite and ancient Egyptian 
mythology, and he notes that some modern traditions preserve stories about Christ or the 
saints in a humorous situation. 
31 See chapter 1. 
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Festival License Hypothesis 
These puzzling stories, which invited the ancient Greeks to laugh at their gods and 
heroes, have also been explained as a special license granted to poets in limited 
circumstances, but this explanation is problematic as well. Many scholars have argued 
that, during performances at festivals and in particular at the Dionysia and Lenaea, the 
comic poets were free to mock their gods and traditional tales.32 This hypothesis replaced 
an earlier belief that the treatment of the gods in comedy was impious and subversive of 
traditional religion,33 but the festival license hypothesis “won a complete and rather easy 
victory.” 34  Although not rejecting the hypothesis altogether, Parker notes its 
shortcomings: in certain ritual contexts, slander was directed against mortals rather than 
gods, and “in so far as there existed a tradition of laughing at the gods, its vehicle was 
epic verse.”35  
 We can agree with Parker’s conclusion that fifth-century comedy “enabled the 
Athenians to like their gods a little more than they might otherwise have done,”36 but it is 
unlikely that Attic comedy alone held this special privilege. Indeed, the festival license 
hypothesis seems to be an epichoric solution to a Panhellenic phenomenon. Instead, I will 
argue that there existed innately funny mythological stories, and these would account for 
                                                
32 Wilamowitz, 1955, 95; Konstantakos 2014 
33 For the view that the depiction of gods in comedy was hostile towards religion, see 
Ehrenberg 1962, 262-73. 
34 Parker 2005, 149 
35 Parker 2005, 150. Walsh 2009, 24-34, also notes the shortcomings of the ritual license 
hypothesis. 
36 Parker 2005, 152. See also Given 2009, who notes the absence of gods as characters in 
most of Aristophanes’ comedies. Unlike the gods in tragedy, Given argues, “When gods 
do appear, they are threatening but ineffectual, or surprisingly benevolent” (114). 
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a diverse range of phenomena: the production of mythological comedies, probably 
throughout Greece but at least in Sicily and Southern Italy;37 the light-hearted treatment 
of gods in epic and other genres;38 and humorous depictions of gods and heroes on vase-
painting. 39  Indeed, the available evidence does show significant overlap in the 
mythological figures mocked in comedy and on vase-paintings. For example, Walsh 
identifies Heracles, Odysseus, Dionysus, and Hephaestus as the most popular figures on 
humorous vase-paintings, and these same gods and heroes are prevalent in mythological 
comedy. Furthermore, Apollo, Artemis, Demeter, Hera and Athena seem to have been 
treated much more decorously than others in comedy,40 and these gods rarely appear on 
obviously humorous vase-painting.41 Some gods seem to find themselves more often in 
silly situations and to be more buffoonish than others. 
                                                
37 Epicharmus in sixth/fifth-century Syracuse and Rhinthon in fourth/third-century 
Syracuse or Taras produced comic dramas with mythological subjects. Taplin 1993 
shows that fifth-century Athenian comedies were reproduced in Sicily and Magna 
Graecia, and Csapo 2010 discusses the evidence for the wider production of drama 
outside Athens. 
38 The affinities between comedy and the Odyssey and certain Homeric Hymns (e.g., 
Hymn to Hermes) are noteworthy, but even the Iliad, at times, depicts the gods in a 
humorous way. For the humorous treatment of gods in the Iliad, see Griffin 1980, 198-
202, and Seeskin 2011. Both Griffin and Seeskin suggest that the humorous treatment 
was an important quality of the work’s theology. Griffin 1980, 198: “It is difficult for us 
to see the dread Zeus on the mountain, whose nod shakes Olympus, as identical with the 
henpecked head of a jovial society; but for Homer he is both”; Seeskin 2011, 300: “In 
this world, poking fun at the gods may well indicate nothing more than a feeling of 
closeness and familiarity: it would resemble laughing at one's neighbor for slipping on a 
banana peel much more than it would committing blasphemy." 
39 See Mitchell 2009 and Walsh 2009.  
40 Cf. Parker 2005, 151. 
41 A comprehensive study of how specific gods are mocked is a desideratum. For 
example, none of the extant dramas or fragments of comedy and tragedy indicate 
definitively that Hera appeared onstage, but she does appear as a grotesque figure on a 




These approaches have contributed greatly to our understanding of specific phenomena in 
Greek comedy, but I am proposing that we interpret these mythological comedies as 
mythological narratives. There is no obvious reason to explain them away as merely 
political allegory, literary jesting, or ritually-sanctioned mockery. Today, we lack enough 
evidence to identify and decode every parody of specific texts and every political 
allusion, but members of the original Athenian audience would themselves have had 
varying degrees of skill in noticing intertextual and topical allusions. Perhaps there were 
some audience members who interpreted the Dionysalexandros as an attack on Pericles, 
but likely others did not. Likewise with tragic and epic parody, some audience members 
would notice and appreciate the intertextuality of some of the comedies, but others would 
not. Although I will argue that the meaning of certain plays can be enriched by their 
intertextuality and their political commentary, we should keep in mind that at least some 
of these comedies, as far as the available evidence indicates, functioned coherently as 
mythological narratives, and therefore enjoyment of them does not require knowledge of 
a specific text or of a specific politician. As Bowie himself notes, “In these plays, we 
appear to be firmly in the mythical world.”42 
                                                                                                                                            
Fine Arts, 99.533) and in depictions of Hephaestus’ Return to Olympus, a scene which 
often includes satyrs. Although her appearance onstage cannot be proven, she certainly 
plays at least an offstage role in Cratinus’ Dionysalexandros and Sophocles’ Judgment, 
both of which dramatized the Judgment of Paris, and she may have also appeared in 
Epicharmus’ Revelers or Hephaestus, which depicted at least the events leading up to 
Hephaestus’ Return to Olympus. Perhaps, then, there was not a taboo against mocking 
specific gods, but some of them (like Hera) did not find themselves in situations that lent 
themselves to comic treatment.  
42 Bowie 2000, 326 
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 Specifically, I propose that we study comic myth-making in a way similar to 
tragic myth-making. Tragedians clearly found inspiration for their mythological plots in 
epic, as well as other genres. Aeschylus, Athenaeus (8.347e) tells us, called his tragedies 
“slices from the great banquet of Homer.” Indeed, scholars have noted that knowledge of 
specific epic versions of a myth can enhance the meaning of a tragic treatment, but there 
is no sense of tragedy being derivative of or secondary to epic. This seems to be because 
both genres are considered “serious.” But both tragedy and comedy use epic poetry for 
making mythological plots, and, in this study, we will treat these processes as more 
similar than different. To be sure, comedy employs a wider variety of methods of 
incorporating epic poetry. For example, comedy uses the hexameter of epic, whereas 
tragedy does not, and comedy refers explicitly to epic poetry and epic poets, whereas 
tragedy does not. But in terms of the plot per se, I argue that comedy’s use of epic does 
not differ fundamentally from tragedy’s use of epic.  
 Linda Hutcheon’s studies of twentieth-century art forms43 suggest a different way 
to approach Greek mythological comedy. Hutcheon rejects the idea that parody is simply 
derivative, parasitic, and always critical of the parodied text.44 She notes the Greek 
origins of the word parody (para- + odia) in order to broaden our understanding of this 
phenomenon. Para- in Greek can mean “against,” and thus “some theoretical approaches 
to parody focus on the “opposition or contrast between texts.”45 Para-, however, can also 
mean “beside,” and Hutcheon notes that this neglected meaning of the prefix suggests an 
                                                
43 Hutcheon 1985 and 2006 
44 Hutcheon 1985, 3-6. See also Walsh 2009, 18-23, on rejecting the idea of humor and 
grotesqueness as secondary. 
45 Hutcheon 1985, 32 
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accord or intimacy.46 “There is nothing in parodia that necessitates the inclusion of a 
concept of ridicule, as there is, for instance, in the joke or burla of burlesque. Parody, 
then, in its ironic ‘trans-contextualization’ and inversion, is repetition with difference.”47 
 This is a useful theoretical framework for approaching Greek mythology. A single 
Greek myth can have countless different versions, both literary and non-literary, and each 
version can be considered a “parody” (that is, repetition with difference) of previous 
versions. Even tragedies, which seem to draw primarily on the epic cycle but also the 
Iliad and Odyssey, can be considered parodies in this sense. Unfortunately, in the vast 
majority of cases, we cannot compare the parody to any parodied text, primarily because 
these parodies draw on a matrix of possibilities from literary and non-literary versions of 
myths which are now lost. 
 Nevertheless, both tragedians and comedians produced plays as part of a 
competition, and it has long been acknowledged that tragedians, at least, altered 
traditional myths in order to intrigue and excite audiences. In the Poetics, Aristotle says, 
“one must not unravel the inherited stories, but one should be inventive and use the 
transmitted material well” (τοὺϲ µὲν οὖν παρειληµµένουϲ µύθουϲ λύειν οὐκ ἔϲτιν ... 
αὐτὸν δὲ εὑρίϲκειν δεῖ καὶ τοῖϲ παραδεδοµένοιϲ χρῆϲθαι καλῶϲ, 1453b). As we will 
see throughout this dissertation, the evidence indicates comedians did the same. Indeed, 
tragedians and comedians alike would be motivated to tell familiar stories in new ways in 
order to win the prestigious prizes at the dramatic competitions. 
                                                
46 Both Rau 1967, 7-8 and Casolari 2003, 3-4 also note this alternative meaning of para- 
in parody. 
47 Hutcheon 1985, 32 
	  	  
17	  
 Still, critical response to comic originality seems to have been influenced by a 
perceived hierarchy of genres. As Hutcheon argues in her later work on adaptation, “If an 
adaptation is perceived as 'lowering' a story (according to some imagined hierarchy of 
medium or genre), response is likely to be negative,"48 especially when the “lower” genre 
makes changes to the story. She continues, “For a long time, ‘fidelity criticism,’ as it 
came to be known, was the critical orthodoxy in adaptation studies, especially when 
dealing with canonical works.”49 Most modern theories of paratragedy, paraepic, and 
parody (of tragedy and epic) often rely on notions of comedy’s “inferiority” to the 
canonical works of epic and tragedy,50 and criticism often concerns comedy’s faithfulness 
to the original. Because epic and tragedy are thought to have equal stature, scholars are 
more accepting of tragic innovations,51 but comedy, as we will see, has just as much 
claim to mythological material as tragedy does. 
 
Chapters 
Throughout the dissertation, we will try to recover the Muse of Comic Mythology 
inspiring Aristophanes in the Symposium and, specifically, her influence on comic myth-
making. From the extant fragments, ancient testimonia, and vase-painting, we shall see 
                                                
48 Hutcheon 2006, 3 
49 Hutcheon 2006, 7 
50 On comedy’s use of tragedy as critical and polemic, see especially Silk 2000a, 1993 
and Platter 2007. 
51 Scholars have been critical of several of Euripides’ more innovative tragedies (Orestes, 
Helen, IT, Ion), which are sometimes defined as untragic. For a critique of this kind of 
approach, see Wright 2005, esp. 6-43, and Mastronarde 2010, 44-62. 
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that comic poets were myth-makers and that the comic tradition of mythology interacted 
with and influenced other traditions. 
 In chapter 1, we will see that comic poets were recognized already in the ancient 
world as authoritative myth-makers, as they have been cited alongside other sources 
(including epic poets) for mythological variants. We will then turn to a survey of the 
development of Greek mythological comedy in the fifth and fourth centuries. Although 
the earliest mythological comedies are often overlooked, these have influenced fourth-
century comedies, and, in fact, the comic tradition of myth develops roughly 
contemporaneously with tragic myth-making. We will identify the plays and approximate 
dates of comedians who contribute to this development. We will also study the extant 
titles of possibly mythological comedies. Since the titles have already been studied to 
identify the approximate percentage of comedies with mythological plots produced 
throughout the fifth and fourth centuries,52 we will identify trends of selection vis-à-vis 
tragedy and satyr drama.53 This will allow us to see that, although certain myths were 
treated by both comedians and tragedians, there was a body of comedy-appropriate 
myths, distinct from tragedy-appropriate myths, that was the domain of the comic poets. 
 In chapter 2, we will study creativity and coherence in Cratinus’ 
Dionysalexandros and Epicharmus’ Odysseus the Deserter. These plays show that the 
comic poets had great flexibility in crafting the plots of their plays, but these two plays 
also feature endings that realign the radical plot with traditional tales. In other words, the 
                                                
52 See Bowie 2000, esp. 318-22. 




plays are creative but they cohere with later mythic events. These comic poets thus 
follow the same standard that tragic poets do; as Sommerstein argues, “within very wide 
limits, poets, and particularly dramatists, treat myth as they please: almost the only 
constraint is that the dénouement of a play must not be radically incompatible with the 
well-known course of subsequent events.”54 Furthermore, I argue that Cratinus, in his 
treatment of the Judgment of Paris myth, has contributed to the canonical version of the 
myth by inventing the bribes offered by Hera and Athena. 
 Comic poets could be extremely innovative when they fused different myths 
together, which is the subject of chapter 3. Comedians often blended myth and reality, 
sometimes depicting gods in contemporary Athens and at other times combining a 
historical with a mythological figure. In addition, comedies often feature plots that fused 
together two previously distinct myths, as we shall see in Epicharmus’ Pyrrha and 
Prometheus, Pherecrates’ Antmen, and Cratinus’ Wealth Gods.  
 Chapter 4 will survey a body of myth frequently treated in both dramatic genres. 
Comedians and tragedians produced many plays depicting the affairs of Zeus, in which 
the god Zeus sleeps with a mortal victim. Because of this overlap, it has sometimes been 
assumed that the comic poets derive their treatments from tragic plots, but I argue that the 
available fragments suggest that the comic poets developed their own pattern of treating 
the affairs of Zeus that did not necessarily depend on tragic models. 
 Only one mythological comedy survives mostly complete from the ancient world: 
Plautus’ Amphitruo. This play is the subject of chapter 5. Plautus’ drama also features an 
                                                
54 Sommerstein 2010a, 210 
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affair of Zeus, and so this chapter will build upon the discussion of chapter 4. When it 
comes to Plautus’ treatment of the myth of Zeus and Alcmene, I show how Plautus has 
transformed a myth about the birth of Heracles into a story about Jupiter’s long-term affair 
with a pregnant woman. This shift in emphasis is, furthermore, likelier original to Plautus 
himself than to a Greek model.  
 The final chapter, chapter 6, will argue that Euripides’ Trojan Women and Helen 
allude to two mythological comedies of Cratinus. Specifically, the comic poet’s 
Dionysalexandros and Nemesis have influenced two Euripidean tragedies at a point when 
Euripides is experimenting with comedy. Therefore, already in the fifth century, comic 
poets were accepted as possible myth-makers and influenced other genres. 
 By the end of the dissertation, I hope we have rediscovered the existence of a 
comic mythological tradition and uncovered some of its features. This study is by no 
means exhaustive, but it will suggest new avenues for exploring not only the comic 
fragments and the extant plays of Aristophanes and Menader,55 but also later artists who 
have likely drawn on this tradition. Ovid and Lucian, to name just two authors, could 
have found in these plays much to laugh at, much to admire, and much to inspire them.   
                                                
55 The work of Nesselrath and Konstantakos on fourth-century mythological comedy 
suggests new ways of studying Menander, and Bowie 1993 has already shown how myth 
and ritual have influenced Aristophanes. 
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1. POETS, TRENDS, AND ANCIENT CRITICISM 
For over two centuries, scores of comic poets helped to transmit and shape the stories of 
Greek mythology. Unfortunately, no complete Greek mythological comedy survives 
today, but hundreds of titles, fragments, vase-paintings, and ancient testimonia form a 
window to this fascinating world of bumbling divinities and less-than-heroic heroes. The 
extant comedies of Aristophanes and Menander, which draw on the myth comedies in 
various ways, also contribute to the picture, as does Plautus’ Roman comedy Amphitruo, 
the only nearly complete mythological comedy from the ancient world.  
 In this chapter, through an introduction to and overview of Greek mythological 
comedy from the early-fifth century to the late-fourth century, I will show that comic 
myth-making was not a tradition derivative of other mythological genres, like epic and 
tragedy, but a myth-making genre in its own right. As we shall see, ancient scholars 
sometimes cited comic poets as authorities on specific versions of myths, and the 
comedians seem to have had a body of myth which they transmitted and innovated. The 
comic poets situated themselves not as parasites of the mythological tradition but as 
active participants in it.  
 
COMIC POETS AS AUTHORITIES ON MYTH 
The Greeks were constantly retelling their old myths in new ways, and this created a 
sometimes chaotic tradition of conflicting versions of myths. Out of this chaos, some 
authors, such as prose mythographers like Apollodorus, attempted to compile different 
versions of myths into a coherent work, sometimes blending different versions to create a 
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single, distinctive one of their own and sometimes noting discrepancies in previous 
accounts. Prose mythographers and other ancient students of myth often turned to the 
expected sources: Homer and other epic poets, lyric poets, and tragedians. In some of 
these works, comic poets are also quoted and cited as authorities for specific mythic 
variants. These ancient sources, which range from the Hellenistic Age to the Byzantine 
period, suggest that comic poets were not always perceived to be inferior or secondary to 
poets of other mythological traditions. All of the passages discussed here appear as 
fragments in Kassel-Austin, but these fragments are rarely interpreted in their citation 
contexts, which, I will argue, invite us to view comic poets as authoritative myth-makers. 
For our present purposes, it is not necessarily important whether the cited comic poet has 
actually invented the variant credited to him, but it is important that these ancient sources 
attribute specific versions to comic poets and that these versions are treated on a par with 
other literary accounts. 
 The first account comes from the Astronomica, questionably attributed to Hyginus 
but ultimately deriving from Hellenistic sources.56 A few times throughout his collection 
of catasterisms, Hyginus refers to comic poets for specific variants. In his discussion of 
the myth of Callisto, Hyginus recounts several different versions, and the comic poet 
Amphis is cited along with a few other authorities, including Hesiod:57 
Hanc autem Hesiodus ait esse Callisto nomine, Lycaonis filiam, eius qui in 
Arcadia regnavit; eamque studio venationis inductam, ad Dianam se applicuisse, a 
qua non mediocriter esse dilectam propter utriusque consimilem naturam. Postea 
autem ab Iove compressam veritam Dianae suum dicere eventum. Quod diutius 
                                                
56 See Robert 1878, 50-55, on the text of Astronomica and its relationship to 
Eratosthenes’ Catasterisms. I will refer to the author of the Astronomica as Hyginus. 
57 On this passage and the Callisto myth, see Henrichs 1986. 
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celare non potuit; nam iam utero ingravescente, prope diem partus in flumine 
corpus exercitatione defessum cum recrearet, a Diana cognita est non conservasse 
virginitatem. Cui deo pro magnitudine suspicionis non minorem retribuit poenam. 
Erepta enim facie virginali, in ursae speciem est conversa, quae Graece ἄρκτος 
appellatur. In ea figura corporis Arcada procreavit.  
 
Sed ut ait Amphis comoediarum scriptor, Iuppiter simulatus effigiem Dianae, cum 
virginem venantem ut adiuvans persequeretur, amotam a conspectu ceterarum 
compressit. Quae rogata a Diana quid ei accidisset, quod tam grandi utero 
videretur, illius peccato id evenisse dixit. Itaque propter eius responsum, in quam 
figuram supra diximus, eam Diana convertit. Quae cum in silva ut fera vagaretur, 
a quibusdam Aetolorum capta, ad Lycaonem pro munere in Arcadiam cum filio 
est deducta ibique dicitur inscia legis in Iovis Lycaei templum se coniecisse; 
quam confestim filius est secutus. Itaque cum eos Arcades insecuti interficere 
conarentur, Iuppiter memor peccati ereptam Callisto cum filio inter sidera 
collocavit, eamque Arctum, filium autem Arctophylaca nominavit, de quo 
posterius dicemus.  
 
Nonnulli etiam dixerunt, cum Callisto ab Iove essset compressa, Iunonem 
indignatam in ursam eam convertisse; quam Dianae venanti obviam factam, ab ea 
interfectam, et postea cognitam inter sidera collocatam.  
 
Sed alii dicunt, cum Callisto Iuppiter esset in silva persecutus, Iunonem 
suspicatam id quod evenit, contendisse, ut eum manifesto diceret deprehendisse. 
Iovem autem, quo facilius suum peccatum tegeretur, in ursae speciem conversam 
reliquisse. Iunonem autem in eo loco pro virgine ursam invenisse; quam Dianae 
venanti, ut eam interficeret, demonstrasse. Quod factum ut perspiceretur, Iovem 
aegre tulisse; effigiem ursae stellis figuratam constituisse. … 
 
Araethus autem Tegeates historiarum scriptor non Callisto, sed Megisto dicit 
appellatam, et non Lycaonis, sed Cetei filiam, Lycaonis neptem …. Reliqua 
autem superioribus conveniunt.  
 
Hesiod says that her name is Callisto, daughter of Lycaon who ruled in Arcadia. 
Compelled by her zeal for hunting, she joined the troop of Diana, by whom she 
was greatly cherished because of their similar natures. After, however, she was 
impregnated by Jupiter, she was afraid to tell Diana what happened, but she could 
not hide it for long. For when her womb was growing and when, near the day of 
birth, she was relaxing her worn-out body in a river, Diana realized that she had 
not preserved her chastity. On account of her great distrust, Diana exacted not a 
light punishment. She took away her maidenly beauty and gave her the 
appearance of a bear, which in Greek is called arctus. In this shape, she gave birth 




But as Amphis, the writer of comedies, says, Jupiter took the appearance of 
Diana, and when he was following, as if to help, the maiden who was hunting, he 
impregnated her when she was out of view of the others. When asked by Diana 
what had happened, because her stomach seemed large, Callisto said it was 
Diana’s fault. And because of her response, Diana changed her into that form we 
mentioned above [i.e., a bear]. When she was wandering as a beast through the 
forest, she was captured by some Aetolians and was taken with her son to Lycaon 
in Arcadia as a gift, where, in ignorance of the law, she is said to have fled to the 
temple of Jupiter Lycaeus. Her son followed posthaste. And when the pursuing 
Arcadians tried to kill her, Jupiter, mindful of his misdeed, rescued Callisto and 
placed her and her son among the stars. He named her Arctus, and their son 
Arctophylax, about whom we will speak later. 
 
Some have also said that after she was embraced by Jupiter, Juno, displeased, 
turned her into a bear. When she encountered Diana hunting, she was killed by 
her. Later she was recognized and placed among the stars. 
 
But others say that after Jupiter pursued Callisto in the forest, Juno suspected 
what happened and hurried so that she could say she caught him red-handed. 
Jupiter, however, so that he could more easily hide his transgression, left her 
changed into the form of a bear. Juno found in that place a bear instead of a 
maiden, which she pointed out to Diana, who was hunting, so that she kill her. 
When he saw what happened, Jupiter took it badly; he formed the shape of a bear 
made out of stars. … 
 
Araethus of Tegea, on the other hand, a writer of history, calls her not Callisto but 
Megisto, and she is not the daughter of Lycaon, but of Ceteus and the 
granddaughter of Lycaon … . The other details are in agreement with the above. 
     Astronomica 2.1 (cf. Amphis fr. 46) 
 
Hyginus provides a summary of several different versions of Callisto’s catasterism, and 
he treats Amphis’ version as equally authoritative as the other accounts. Hyginus 
recounts Amphis’ version second, just after Hesiod’s account. Hyginus then attributes 
various other versions and details to unidentified groups of “some” (nonnulli) and 




 Unfortunately, without further information about the anonymous sources or the 
dates of the unknown historian Araethus, we cannot be completely certain why the 
sources are cited in this order. Hesiod is probably cited either because he is the earliest 
source or because his account is the most authoritative (indeed, Hesiod’s authority 
derives, in part, from his early date). Amphis, a comic poet from the first half of the 
fourth century, is then cited by name and identified specifically as a comic poet 
(comoediarum scriptor), whereas Hesiod is not identified as an epic poet. Amphis’ 
identification, however, seems not to be an attempt to discredit his variant. Since 
Araethus is also identified in a similar way, as a writer of history (historiarum scriptor), 
the generic identifiers are included because of their obscurity relative to Hesiod. 
Moreover, the accounts of Amphis and Hesiod are both introduced with the verb ait, 
whereas the other accounts are introduced with forms of dicere (nonnulli dixerunt; alii 
dicunt; Araethus dicit). The shift from ait to dicere does not necessarily imply a 
hierarchy, but the use of these verbs suggests a close connection between Hesiod’s and 
Amphis’ accounts. 
  Indeed, although Amphis’ account contains some differences from Hesiod’s, 
Hyginus’s presentation of the two myths suggests that the two poets are not in complete 
disagreement. In Amphis’ version, Zeus takes the shape of Artemis to trick Callisto, and 
Artemis punishes Callisto not because she is no longer a maiden, as in Hesiod, but 
because Callisto has accused Artemis of impregnating her. The description of Hesiod’s 
account ends with Callisto’s metamorphosis into a bear, but the catasterism itself is 
absent from the epic version, a notable omission considering this is a work on stars. It 
	  	  
26	  
seems, however, that Amphis’ and Hesiod’s accounts realign at this point in Hyginus’ 
description. Just as Hyginus describes the motivation for Callisto’s metamorphosis in 
Amphis, he refers back to Hesiod’s account just briefly (in quam figuram supra diximus). 
Hyginus then goes on to describe Callisto’s wandering through the forest and subsequent 
transformation into the stars by Zeus in order to protect her. While this seems to be a 
description of Amphis’ version, Hyginus’ presentation may, in fact, signify an overlap in 
Amphis’ and Hesiod’s versions, a striking congruence in the epic and comic account. 
 In the other accounts described, Hyginus gives subtle hints about where the 
mythic discrepancies arise. When he introduces the account of “some” (nonulli), he refers 
to the common ground before introducing the variant: “After Callisto was embraced by 
Jupiter, some say Juno, displeased, turned her into a bear” (cum Callisto ab Iove essset 
compressa, Iunonem indignatam in ursam eam convertisse). Hyginus uses the same 
language (a cum clause) to indicate the common ground in the account of “others” (alii): 
“After Jupiter pursued Callisto in the forest, Juno suspected what happened and hurried 
so that she could say she caught him red-handed” (cum Callisto Iuppiter esset in silva 
persecutus, Iunonem suspicatam id quod evenit, contendisse, ut eum manifesto diceret 
deprehendisse). A more significant disagreement about the fate of Callisto is then 
recounted. Finally, Araethus is introduced, and after the disagreement in names and 
genealogy are noted, Hyginus says that the other facts (i.e., the action of the story) agree 
with some combination of the versions already recounted. 
 This passage in Hyginus, then, represents a subtle blending of accounts. He 
presents two different versions of Zeus’ seduction, one found in Hesiod and the other in 
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Amphis. These two accounts are linked closely by the verb ait. There is no indication, 
however, that these two poets disagree on the catasterism, and the two poetic accounts 
become aligned after the disagreement. Hyginus then introduces two different versions of 
the catasterism with a new verb (dicere). These variations in language do not suggest a 
hierarchy, but they do subtly clue the reader into the agreements and discrepancies among 
the accounts. 
 In another passage of the Astronomica, Hyginus refers to a Eubulus, who may, in 
fact, be the fourth-century comic poet. In a brief discussion of Aquarius, Hyginus says: 
Hunc conplures Ganymedem esse dixerunt, quem Iuppiter propter pulchritudinem 
corporis ereptum parentibus, deorum ministrum fecisse existimatur. Itaque 
ostenditur ut aquam aquali infundens. Hegesianax autem Deucaliona dicit esse, 
quod eo regnante tanta vis aquae se a caelo profuderit, ut cataclysmus factus esse 
diceretur. Eubulus autem Cecropem demonstrat esse, antiquitatem generis 
commemorans et ostendens, antequam vinum traditum sit hominibus, aqua in 
sacrificiis deorum usos esse, et ante Cecropem regnasse quam vinum sit 
inventum. 
 
Most say it is Ganymede, whom Jupiter, because of his beauty, snatched from his 
parents and deemed worthy to be made attendant of the gods. And so he is shown 
pouring water from a pitcher. Hegesianax, however, says it is Deucalion, because 
when he was king such an abundance of water poured from the sky that a great 
flood is said to have occurred. Eubulus, on the other hand, commemorating the 
antiquity of his people and indicating that water was used in sacrifices for the 
gods before wine was given to men, shows that it is Cecrops and that he ruled 
before wine was invented. 
        Astronomica 2.29 
 
Hyginus identifies three heroes who have been associated with the constellation 
Aquarius. The majority (conplures) agree that it is Ganymede, but two poets present 
other identifications. Hegesianax, an Alexandrian poet and grammarian under Antiochus 
III (222-187 BCE) and author of a Phaenomena on astronomical myths, claims Aquarius 
is Deucalion, and Eubulus says it is Cecrops. These different versions are presented with 
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similar authority: the majority “say” (dixerunt) and Hegesianax says (dicit). Eubulus, on 
the other hand, “shows” or perhaps even “proves” (demonstrat), which may lend the 
comic account slightly more authority than the others. Unfortunately, Hyginus does not 
provide further information about Eubulus, and so this may or may not be the comic poet. 
Nevertheless, as we have seen, Hyginus has already cited a comic poet explicitly.58 
 In a final significant passage, also from the Astronomica, Hyginus preserves a 
myth about Zeus and Nemesis, which Henderson suggests derives ultimately from 
Cratinus’ Nemesis:59  
Hunc Graeci cygnum appellant; quem conplures, propter ignotam illis historiam, 
communi genere avium ornin appellaverunt. De quo haec memoriae prodi est 
causa. Iuppiter cum, amore inductus, Nemesin diligere coepisset neque ab ea ut 
secum concumberet impetrare potuisset, hac cogitatione amore est liberatus. Iubet 
enim Venerem aquilae simulatam se sequi; ipse in olorem conversus ut aquilam 
fugiens ad Nemesin confugit et in eius gremio se collocavit. Quem Nemesis non 
aspernata, amplexum tenens somno est consopita; quam dormientem Iuppiter 
compressit. Ipse autem avolavit, et quod ab hominibus alte volans caelo videbatur, 
inter sidera dictus est esse constitutus. Quod ne falsum diceretur, Iuppiter e facto 
eum volantem et aquilam consequentem locavit in mundo. Nemesis autem, ut 
quae avium generi esset iuncta, mensibus actis, ovum procreavit. Quod Mercurius 
auferens detulit Spartam et Ledae sedenti in gremium proiecit; eo quo nascitur 
Helena, ceteras specie corporis praestans, quam Leda suam filiam nominavit. Alii 
autem cum Leda Iovem concubuisse in olorem conversum dixerunt; de quo in 
medio relinquemus. 
 
The Greeks call it a swan, which most people, because of their ignorance of the 
tale, call the bird by its common name ornis. The reason for this has been passed 
down. Jupiter, when he was moved by love, began to desire Nemesis, but he 
couldn’t convince her to sleep with him. He was freed from his love by this plan. 
He ordered Venus, in the form of an eagle, to chase him. He changed into a swan, 
pretended to flee the eagle, fled to Nemesis, and sat in her lap. Nemesis did not 
spurn him and, while holding him in an embrace, fell asleep. While she was 
sleeping, Jupiter impregnated her, and he flew away. Because he was seen flying 
high in the sky by men, he was said to have been placed among the stars. So that 
                                                
58 See Hunter 1983, 184-85, on this reference to Eubulus in Hyginus. 
59 Henderson 2012 
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it not be said falsely, Jupiter after the fact placed the swan flying and the eagle 
following in the sky. Nemesis, however, as if joined to the species of birds, after 
the months of pregnancy had passed, produced an egg, which Mercury brought to 
Sparta and threw into Leda’s lap. From this, Helen was born, surpassing other 
women in appearance, and Leda called her her own daughter. Others, however, 
said that Jupiter turned into a swan and slept with Leda. This, we will leave 
unresolved. 
        Astronomica 2.8 
 
The account here is not attributed to a specific poet. Hyginus merely says that the Greeks 
call the constellation the swan (olor, in Latin) cygnus, but the majority (conplures, of 
Romans?) incorrectly use the more general term bird (ornis). At the end of the account, 
he briefly introduces a variant, according to which Zeus as a swan slept with Leda. If 
Henderson is correct that the primary version derives from Cratinus—the fragments of 
Nemesis do fit well with this account—then we have yet another allusion to a comic poet 
as an authority. Moreover, Hyginus’ certain reference to Amphis and probable reference 
to Eubulus in the same work suggest that Hyginus (or his Hellenistic source) had at least 
summaries of some mythological comedies, and Cratinus’ comedy could have been 
among them. 
 Hellenistic and Roman mythographic handbooks were not the only sources that 
contain references to comic poets’ versions of myths. The Byzantine scholars Photius and 
Tzetzes also cite comedians on matters of mythology. Photius was a Byzantine 
lexicographer who lived in the 9th century CE. As he tells us in the preface to his 
Lexicon, he has compiled a list of elegant words of Greek orators and prose authors. He 
also tells us that his lexicon includes words found in verse, and he often cites fifth-
century comedians. The Lexicon includes 130 references to Cratinus, 97 to Eupolis, and 
382 to Aristophanes.  
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 In two entries, Photius cites Aristophanes specifically as a mythological authority. 
The first example is on the entry for Kalligeneia (“Fair Birth”). Photius says, 
“Kalligeneia: Apollodorus says she is the earth; some say a daughter of Zeus and 
Demeter, and Aristophanes the comedian a nurse [sc. of Demeter (and Zeus)]” 
(Καλλιγένειαν· Ἀπολλόδωροϲ µὲν τὴν γῆν· οἱ δὲ Διὸϲ καὶ Δήµητροϲ θυγατέρα· 
Ἀριϲτοφάνηϲ δὲ ὁ κωµικὸϲ τροφόν , Lexicon κ 122 =Aristophanes fr. 331). This entry 
is matter-of-fact, with each alternative receiving equal authority, and there is no 
indication that Photius means to discredit Aristophanes’ identification of the goddess 
Kalligeneia.60 The second example is the entry on the goddess Daeira, which lists 
different identifications of the divinity. The entry reads, “Daeira: Some say that she is the 
sister of Styx, a few that she is the nurse of Persephone. Some say that she is the same 
goddess as Demeter, others that she is the same as Hera. And likely Hera is known as a 
δάειρα of Pluto, for a δαὴρ is one’s husband’s brother. Aristophanes says she is the 
mother of Semele” (Δάειρα· τινὲϲ Στυγὸϲ ἀδελφήν. ἔνιοι τροφὸν Περϲεφόνηϲ. ἄλλοι τὴν 
αὐτὴν Δήµητρι. τινὲϲ τὴν αὐτὴν τῆι Ἥραι. καὶ πιθανὸν τὴν Ἥραν δάειραν τοῦ 
Πλούτωνοϲ λέγεϲθαι· δαὴρ γάρ ἐϲτιν ὁ τοῦ ἀνδρὸϲ ἀδελφόϲ. Ἀριϲτοφάνηϲ δὲ Ϲεµέληϲ 
φηϲὶ µητέρα εἶναι, Lexicon δ 5 =Aristophanes fr. 804). Photius notes five possible 
identities of this obscure goddess. He attributes the first four simply to τινές, ἔνιοι, and 
ἄλλοι, and Aristophanes is the only ancient authority cited by name. Aristophanes’ 
identification of the goddess differs significantly from the rest, as he is the only source to 
                                                
60 This fragment of Aristophanes is usually cited, as in K-A, with a scholium on 
Thesmophoriazusae 298, which says that Kalligeneia is a god associated with Demeter 
who speaks the prologue in the other, now lost Thesmophoriazusae. 
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associate Daeira with a mortal woman, namely Semele, whose mother in most sources is 
Harmonia.61 Although Aristophanes is separated syntactically from the other accounts, 
there is no indication that Aristophanes’ credibility is in question. The separation of 
Aristophanes seems incidental. The first three clauses have no verb, but clearly a verb of 
speaking is implied. After Hera is mentioned, Photius changes syntax with καὶ πιθανὸν, 
seemingly to offer his own explanation for Hera’s being known as Daeira. When he 
refers to Aristophanes, Photius resumes the grammatical construction of the first part of 
the entry with the particle δὲ, and the simple verb φηϲί introduces the last identification.  
 There are two famous individuals with the name Aristophanes in the ancient 
world, Aristophanes of Athens, the comedian, and Aristophanes of Byzantium, the 
librarian. Unfortunately, Photius does not specify which Aristophanes is meant here, but 
it is probable that Aristophanes the comic poet is meant.62 In the entry on Kalligeneia, 
Aristophanes is explicitly identified as the comic poet (ὁ κωµικός), and this is one of two 
references to Aristophanes κωµικίς.63 There is only one explicit reference to Aristophanes 
γραµµατικόϲ (π 459). The occupational epithets, therefore, do not provide any clues. 
Nevertheless, the Lexicon contains many references to comic poets, and Photius has 
already referred to Aristophanes of Athens as a mythological authority.  
 In our final example, Tzetzes, a Byzantine scholar of the 12th century who 
produced numerous commentaries on ancient authors, cites Epicharmus as an authority 
                                                
61 See Gantz 1993, 471-72. 
62 Kassel-Austin and Theodoridis 1982, ad δ 5, identify this Aristophanes as the comic 
poet, but Benedotto 1984-85 argues it is the librarian since Photius would not quote a 
comic poet on mythology. 
63 The other at α 1173 
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on the number of Muses. In a scholium on Hesiod’s Works and Days, he lists different 
names, numbers, and parentage of the Muses in Greek literature. His list is in numerical 
order, beginning with three Muses, and among his authorities is the comic poet 
Epicharmus of Sicily. He says: 
’Εὔµηλοϲ µὲν ὁ Κορίνθιοϲ τρεῖϲ φηϲὶν εἶναι Μούϲαϲ, θυγατέραϲ Ἀπόλλωνοϲ, 
Κηφιϲοῦν, Ἀπολλωνίδα, Βορυϲθενίδα. Ἄρατοϲ δὲ ἐν τῆι πέµπτηι τῶν Ἀϲτρικῶν, 
τέϲϲαραϲ λέγει, Διὸϲ τοῦ αἰθέροϲ, καὶ Πλουϲίαϲ νύµφηϲ, Ἀρχὴν, Μελέτην, 
Θελξινόην, καὶ Ἀοιδήν. Τινὲϲ δὲ πέντε αὐτὰϲ εἶναί φαϲι, καὶ ὀνόµατα ἔχειν τῶν 
πέντε αἰϲθήϲεων. Ἐπίχαρµοϲ δὲ ἐν τῷ τῆϲ Ἥβηϲ Γάµωι ἑπτὰ λέγει, θυγατέραϲ 
Πιέρου καὶ Πιµπληΐδοϲ νύµφηϲ, Νειλοῦν, Τριτώνην, Ἀϲωποῦν, Ἑπταπόρην, 
Ἀχελωΐδα, Τιτόπλουν, καὶ Ῥοδίαν. Παρὰ δὲ Ἡϲιόδωι ἐν Θεογονίαι ἐννέα 
λέγονται εἶναι· Κλειὼ, Θάλεια, Εὐτέρπη, Τερψιχόρη, Ἐρατὼ, Πολύµνια, 
Μελποµένη, Οὐρανία, καὶ Καλλιόπη 
 
Eumelus the Corinthian says there are three Muses, daughters of Apollo, namely 
Cephiso, Apollonis, Borysthenis. Aratus, in the fifth book of the Astrica, says 
there are four, daughters of Zeus of the ether and the nymph Plousia, namely 
Arche, Melete, Thelxinoë, and Aoide. Some say there are five, and they have the 
names of the five senses. Epicharmus, in the Marriage of Hebe, says there are 
seven, daughters of Pieros and the nymph Pimpleïs, namely Neilo, Tritone, 
Asopo, Heptapore, Achelois, Titoplous, and Rhodia. According to Hesiod in the 
Theogony, there are said to be nine, namely Clio, Thalia, Euterpe, Terpsichore, 
Erato, Polumnia, Melpomene, Ourania, and Calliope. 
   ad Hesiod Works and Days 1 (cf. Epicharmus fr. 39) 
 
Tzetzes provides a matter-of-fact list, introducing the various accounts with verbs of 
speaking (φηϲίν and λέγει). No specific authority is cited for five muses, but for all the 
other possible numbers identified, there is a single authority. The authors in this list 
include the 8th-century epic poet Eumelus, the Hellenistic astronomical poet Aratus, the 
comic poet Epicharmus, and the epic poet Hesiod.  
 The parents of Epicharmus’ Muses perhaps draw on Hesiodic precedent. Pieros 
recalls Pieria, the location of the birth of Hesiod’s Muses in Theogony, and in the opening 
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line of the Works and Days, they are called Pierian Muses.64 Furthermore, as Tomasz 
Mojsik suggests, Pimpleis is probably a nymph associated with Pimpleia, which refers to 
a town, a hill, or perhaps a spring in Pieria.65  
 Nevertheless, Epicharmus has likely invented the names of his Muses and their 
parents, which are appropriate in the context of the comedy in which they appear.66 The 
Marriage of Hebe depicted the wedding of Hebe to her new husband Heracles. A few 
fragments and testimonia survive, and we are told this is a reworking of Epicharmus’ 
Muses. Several fragments from both plays are simply lists of fish, and, since the comic 
poets often depict Heracles as gluttonous,67 the Marriage of Hebe likely depicted a 
wedding banquet. Epicharmus’ Muses all have names that relate to rivers, and their 
parents’ names imply feasting and overeating.68 Thus, the names of the Muses and their 
parentage are apt jokes for a play that involves an elaborate banquet of fish.  
 The silliness of their names could not have been lost on Tzetzes, and so it is all 
the more striking that he includes them in his list. For Tzetzes, the humor of the names 
does not disqualify Epicharmus as an authority. This reference, therefore, seems to be an 
implicit acknowledgment of the comic tradition of myth. Indeed, these passages from 
Tzetez, Photius, and Hyginus invite us to view comic myth-making as a tradition equal to 
that of other genres. 
                                                
64 Kerkhof 2001, 118, suggests Epicharmus is mocking Hesiod. 
65 Mojsik 2011, 49-53 
66 See further Mojsik 2011, 48-53 and 65-91, on the significance of the Muses’ names. 
67 Epicharmus himself depicted the ravenous appetite of Heracles. See fr. 18 from 
Busiris.  





A BRIEF HISTORY OF GREEK MYTHOLOGICAL COMEDY69 
This tradition of comic myth-making was at its peak in the fifth and fourth centuries, 
when Greek comedians regularly treated mythical subjects. The earliest comedies, 
produced in Sicily, were predominantly mythological in nature, and in Athens, there were 
periods of intense popularity as well as times when mythological comedies fell out of 
favor. The conventional wisdom about comedy is that Old Comedy (486- c. 388) is 
primarily political or topic comedy, Middle Comedy (c. 388- c. 324) is primarily 
mythological, and New Comedy (c. 324- early third century) is primarily domestic. This 
model does not account for Sicilian comedy and overlooks the flourishing of myth 
comedies just before Aristophanes’ career. The usefulness of this Old, Middle, New 
model has been debated in scholarship,70 as it fails to reflect the types of comedies 
produced in each period, which can be explained with more nuance. Indeed, Henderson 
has recently shown that political comedy flourished almost exclusively when left-wing 
politicians were gaining influence in Athenian political discourse.71 Henderson thus 
compels a shift in our thinking not only about political comedy, but the genre as a whole. 
Aristophanic comedy, which is generally thought to be typical of Old Comedy, is in fact 
a unique and short-lived type of drama. Here, I intend to show that mythological comedy 
was a common type throughout the fifth and fourth centuries and, even when its 
                                                
69 Bowie 2000 and 2010 are essential reading on the evolving popularity of mythological 
comedy. On mythological comedy in Rome and its antecedents, see chapter 5. 
70 Nesselrath is a defender of the divisions (see esp. Nesserlath 1990 and 2010) and 
Csapo 2000 a fierce critic. 
71 Henderson 2013 
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popularity is surpassed briefly by political subjects and finally by domestic themes, the 
influence of myth comedies can nevertheless be seen in these other types.72 
 In our survey, we will rely primarily on the preserved titles of comedies. Titles 
alone, however, can be misleading, as the title of a comedy does not always reflects its 
content. In this regard, titles present two potential challenges: titles suggesting a myth 
may not actually be mythical and conversely titles not suggesting a myth may in fact 
have a mythological subject. For example, the title of Philyllus’ Antea suggests a play 
about the mythological heroine also known as Stheneboea, but the Suda (φ 457) says 
explicitly that this play was about a hetaera. And if we had only the title of Aristophanes’ 
Frogs, we would likely never guess that it featured Dionysus venturing to the underworld 
to resurrect a tragic poet. In cases like these, the extant fragments and testimonia are 
often useful, but they, too, can at times lead us astray. Athenian comedies are made up of 
many different components or ingredients, including myth, ritual, politics, domestic 
scenes, tragic parody, and epic parody. A fragment might preserve a god speaking, but 
gods and heroes often appear in non-mythological settings. I would not, for example, 
classify the Frogs as a mythological comedy since it does not feature a previously 
established, iterative story. It does, however, draw on the tradition of myth and 
mythological comedies as it features gods and heroes in a katabasis plot. Despite the 
challenges presented by the nature of the preserved evidence and the nature of comedy 
itself, we can still get a general understanding of the trends in mythological comedy. 
                                                
72 Henderson 2013, 255-56, discusses the importance of myth comedies, especially those 
of Cratinus, in the development of political comedy. 
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 The earliest evidence not only for mythological comedy but for the genre of 
comedy itself begins in Sicily.73 In the early fifth century, the tyrants who reigned in 
Syracuse contributed significantly to the arts as they filled their court with epic poets, 
lyric poets, and dramatists.74 In Syracuse, drama and the theater differed in several 
significant ways from drama in Athens. We have no evidence that Sicilian tragedies were 
produced, although Aeschylus was invited to produce tragedies there. Sicilian comedies 
were written in a local Doric dialect,75 and they may have been significantly shorter than 
their Attic counterparts.76  Some scholars have doubted that Sicilian comedies had 
choruses, but, in my opinion, the evidence seems slightly in favor of their existence.77  
 The vast majority of the plays produced by the Sicilian comedians Epicharmus, 
Phormus, and Dinolochus featured myths. Indeed, humorous treatments of myths seem to 
have been extremely popular in South Italy and Sicily, as the later phlyax plays of 
Rhinthon and many vase-paintings attest.78 Early Sicilian comedy was a forerunner to 
this tradition. Their favored subjects concerned the Trojan War cycle (twelve plays), 
myths about Heracles (eight plays), Dionysus (two to four plays), Meleager (three plays), 
and the Argonautica cycle (three plays). Although we have primarily titles and no 
substantial fragments from the plays of Phormus and Dinolochus, a few significant 
                                                
73 General surveys: Olson 2007, 6-12; Pickard-Cambridge 1962, 230-290 
74 Bosher 2006 argues that the tyrants Gelon, Hieron, and, later, Dionysius I used the 
theater for propaganda. 
75 See especially Willi 2008 and Cassio 2002 
76 Pickard-Cambridge and Webster 1962, 281 
77 Kerkhof 2001, 151-55, compiles all the evidence that has been used to suggest 
Epicharmus’ comedies had chorus parts, but Kerkhof finds arguments for Epicharmus’ 
choruses unconvincing. 
78 See Taplin 1993 and Walsh 2009 
	  	  
37	  
fragments, including papyrus fragments, of Epicharmus’ comedies survive. From these, it 
seems that the plays were firmly grounded in the mythological setting, and, although 
Epicharmus mocks philosophers (Xenophanes in fr. 143) and other poets (Aeschylus in 
fr. 221), his plays are clearly not as political as those of his Athenian counterparts. 
Epicharmus did expect—but did not require—a high level of mythological and literary 
knowledge from his audience. His plays include lines written in dactylic hexameter and 
Homeric diction (fr. 121:  λαοὶ τοξοχίτωνεϲ, ἀκούετε Ϲειρηνάων). Odysseus the 
Deserter is certainly enriched by a knowledge of Homeric epic, but, like other literary 
accounts of myths, the play would have been comprehensible without this knowledge.79 
Besides epic poetry, Aeschylean tragedy was also a target of mockery. Epicharmus once 
ridiculed Aeschylus’ frequent use of the word τιµαλφούµενον (Epich. fr. 221), and the 
comic poet’s Persae may parody Aeschylus’ tragedy, although neither the surviving 
fragments nor ancient testimonia support definitive conclusions. 
 For the earliest decades of official Attic comedy, our evidence of productions is 
extremely limited, but we hear of only a few mythological plays, a key difference 
between the Sicilian and the Athenian comedians. Aristotle makes the interesting claim 
that the introduction of comedies structured around a plot came to Athens via Sicily: 
“The making of plots came at first from Sicily, and Crates was the first Athenian to 
abandon the iambic mode and to make dialogues80 and plots universally” (τὸ δὲ µύθουϲ 
ποιεῖν τὸ µὲν ἐξ ἀρχῆϲ ἐκ Σικελίαϲ ἦλθε, τῶν δὲ Ἀθήνηϲιν Κράτηϲ πρῶτοϲ ἦρξεν 
                                                
79 See Chapter 2 
80 On λόγουϲ meaning plots here, see Willi forthcoming. 
	  	  
38	  
ἀφέµενοϲ τῆϲ ἰαµβικῆϲ ἰδέαϲ καθόλου ποιεῖν λόγουϲ καὶ µύθουϲ, Poetics 1149b).81 
Aristotle seems to mean that Crates abandoned personal attacks exclusively and began to 
address universals (καθόλου), a key characteristic for Aristotle’s understanding of poetry 
(Poetics 1451). It would be tempting to infer that the introduction of mythical themes, 
common in Sicilian comedy, to Attic comedy led to plots, but Crates is not known for his 
mythological comedies (only one or two out of eleven known titles).82  
 Crates’ rough contemporary Cratinus, however, produced a great number of 
mythological plays, as many as seventeen of his known titles and thus over half of his 
known output.83 Like his Sicilian counterparts, his treatments of myths do not require but 
are enriched by a knowledge of Homeric and Cyclic epic and tragedy. His 
Dionysalexandros and Nemesis both depict myths found in epic, and Bakola has argued 
that Cratinus’ comedies frequently engage with Aeschylean tragedy.84 Unlike the Sicilian 
poets, however, Cratinus frequently refers to contemporary politics even in his 
mythological comedies, and he may, in fact, have been the first to combine myth and 
politics. His mythological comedies sometimes include incidental, overt mockery of 
individuals, subtle mockery through innuendo, and general criticism of contemporary 
Athenian society and politics. This trend of blending myth and politics continues with the 
next generation of poets (see, for example, Hermippus fr. 36, fr. 47 and Phrynichus fr. 9). 
                                                
81 On the possible influence of Epicharmus on the Attic comedians, see Kerkhof 2001, 
133-77. 
82 Kerkhof 2001, 173-77, suggests that the depiction of scenes from everyday life in 
Epicharmus may have influenced Crates.  
83 Bowie 2000, 321, numbers Cratinus’ mythological comedies at eleven. He does not 
identify, however, which eleven plays he believes to be mythological. 
84 Bakola 2010 
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 In the last quarter of the fifth century, our evidence about comic productions is 
slightly better, but the dates of specific productions are difficult to pinpoint. It is, 
therefore, impossible to assess the popularity of mythological comedy over short periods 
of time, but if we group the poets by generation, we get a better picture of the number of 
mythological comedies being produced during twenty- to thirty-year periods. Poets with 
careers beginning in the 430s to 410s (Archippus, Aristomenes, Aristonymus, 
Aristophanes, Cantharus, Eupolis, Hermippus, Lysippus, Myrtilus, Pherecrates, 
Phrynichus, and Platon) produced fifty-one mythological comedies from the 430s to the 
380s. This is a low point in the production of myth comedies, as political and topical 
comedies were more popular during this period. 
 Three of these poets (Aristomenes, Aristophanes, Platon), however, had long 
careers and seem to be skewing the numbers. Several of Aristophanes’ mythological 
comedies were certainly produced in the 400s or later, and the evidence does suggest that 
mythological comedy does not become popular until the last two decades of the fifth 
century.85 Without these three poets, then, the number of myth comedies from the 430s to 
the 400s is only twenty-four. Therefore, during the height of popularity of overt political 
and topical comedy (420s to 410s), the number of known myth comedies is between 
twenty-four and fifty-one. 
 This decline in the productions of mythological comedy may have actually been 
set in motion by the great comic myth-maker Cratinus. Cratinus frequently used mythic 
subjects as a lens for political commentary, but the next generation of poets favored 
                                                
85 See Bowie 2000, 321-22. 
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depicting contemporary politics structured around common mythical themes.86 Thus, 
myth and politics are still blended, but the overt emphasis is on politics and contemporary 
Athens. We can see this transition in emphasis in Cratinus’ Wealth Gods, likely produced 
in the 430s or 420s. This play describes how the Wealth Gods, who in this comedy are 
Titans, have just been released from their imprisonment by Zeus, whose identity is 
blended with Pericles. The Wealth Gods have just arrived in Athens and begin putting 
unjustly wealthy Athenians on trial. Thus Cratinus creates a new mythic situation and 
brings gods into a fictional Athens as part of a critique of contemporary Athenian 
society.87 Pherecrates’ Heracles the Mortal and False Heracles may have been other 
early attempts at bringing the gods into contemporary settings or at least blurring the lines 
between myth and reality.88  
 Although explicit mythological comedies are not as common during this period as 
others, we nevertheless find early treatments of topics found frequently in later comedy, 
and likely these poets were experimenting with new types of comedies and new comic 
themes before political comedy disrupted mythological experimentation. Cratinus’ 
Nemesis (produced in 431) and Hermippus’ Europa (produced sometime between the 
430s and 410s) are early comic treatments of the affairs of Zeus, and even a decade or 
two earlier, Crates’ Lamia may have depicted the god’s affair with the homonymous 
maiden. With his Birth of Athena, Hermippus produced an early example of a Birth of the 
Gods comedy, a common topic in later mythological comedy.  
                                                
86 See Especially Bowie 1993 for the mythological background of Aristophanes’ 
comedies. 
87 See chapter 3 for a fuller discussion of Cratinus’ Wealth Gods. 
88 On Heracles in comedy, see Casolari 2003, 227-96. 
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 Turning to the poets whose careers began in the 400s-390s, the extant titles of 
Apollophanes, Cephisodorus, Cratinus II, Demetrius, Diocles, Nicophon, Philyllius, 
Polyzelus, Sannyrion, Strattis, and Theopompus suggest fifty-one mythological 
comedies, and this number would increase if we factor in the likelihood that Aristophanes 
and Platon produced several of their myth comedies during this period. Several more 
poets started their careers in the 380s-350s and produced plays until the 330s. From these 
poets (Alcaeus, Amphis, Anaxandrides, Antiphanes, Araros, Ephippus, Eubulus, 
Mnesimachus, Nicochares, Philetaerus, and Philippus), we hear of 115 mythological 
comedies. This is a significant increase, albeit over a longer time-period. Several factors 
have been cited as contributing to the increased popularity, including the possible curbing 
of free speech. According to Henderson’s model, however, the decline in political 
comedy is explained by the comic poet’s apparent bias against left-wing demagogues.89 
When they lose power, political comedy loses its bite.  
 Why the sudden preference for mythological comedy specifically? Several factors 
likely contribute. Comedy became more professionalized and Panhellenic, and mythic 
themes would export more easily to emerging markets. At the same time, some of the 
most prominent comic poets of the fourth century (Anaxandrides, Antiphanes, Alexis) 
were from outside Athens, and these foreign poets seem not to have been audacious 
enough to compose political poetry for Athenians, who remained the dominant 
audience.90 Furthermore, the comic poets could and did look back to the pre-political era 
of comedy for inspiration, and there was a repertoire of mythical topics that could be 
                                                
89 Henderson 2013, 258-61 
90 Csapo 2000, 127. Incidental mockery and social commentary still persist. 
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used.91 Affairs of Zeus (e.g., Archippus’ Amphitryon, Sannyrion’s Danaë and Io), Births 
of Gods (e.g., Polyzelus’ Birth of Aphrodite, Birth of Dionysus, Birth of the Muses), and 
the blending of myths and reality (e.g., Polyzelus’ Demos-Tyndareus) all begin to be 
produced again.  
 The comedians also continued looking to Euripidean tragedy for inspiration. 
Aristophanes and other poets had great success in parodying Euripidean tragedy, and 
fourth-century comedians also incorporated parody of Euripides into their plays. Strattis 
and Eubulus, for example, composed many comedies that share titles with Euripides, and 
some of these certainly incorporated tragic parody. Platonius confirms this in his On the 
Distinctions among Comedies when he says that Middle Comedy avoided political 
attacks and instead could safely send up (διαϲύρειν) the sayings of Homer and tragic 
poets:  
τοιαῦτα δὲ δράµατα καὶ ἐν τῆι παλαιᾶι κωµωιδίαι ἔϲτιν εὑρεῖν, ἅπερ 
τελευταῖον ἐδιδάχθη λοιπὸν τῆϲ ὀλιγαρχίαϲ κρατυνθείϲηϲ· οἱ γοῦν 
Ὀδυϲϲεῖϲ Κρατίνου οὐδενὸϲ ἐπιτίµηϲιν ἔχουϲι, διαϲυρµὸν δὲ τῆϲ Ὀδυϲϲείαϲ 
τοῦ Ὁµήρου. τοιαῦται γὰρ αἱ κατὰ τὴν µέϲην κωµωιδίαν ὑποθέϲειϲ εἰϲίν· 
µύθουϲ γάρ τιναϲ τιθέντεϲ ἐν ταῖϲ κωµωιδίαιϲ τοῖϲ παλαιοτέροιϲ εἰρηµένουϲ 
διέϲυρον ὡϲ κακῶϲ ῥηθένταϲ.  
 
Such dramas can be found also in Old Comedy, which were produced at the end 
when the oligarchy gained power. The Odysseuses of Cratinus censures no one, 
and it sends up the Odyssey of Homer. Such were the subjects of Middle Comedy. 
For they treated in their comedies certain stories told by older poets and sent them 
up as badly told.  
       Platonius 53-58 
 
This passage is usually thought to mean that the comic poets relied on tragic and epic 
parody for constructing their plots, but Platonius, I think, suggests something slightly 
                                                
91 Shaw 2014, 56-77, argues that fifth-century satyr drama was a bridge between Sicilian 
comedy and fourth-century comedy. 
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different. Platonius does not say that the comic poets took their plots from tragic and epic 
poets, but rather that comedians depicted myths treated poorly by the tragic and the epic 
poets. Indeed, although Platonius has dated the Odysseuses well after Cratinus’ career, 92 
his mistake helps to shed light on Middle Comedy. Cratinus’ Odysseuses, much like 
Euripides’ satyr drama Cyclops, seems to have followed generally the plot of the episode 
from Odyssey 9: Odysseus and his men are shipwrecked, they find a cave, eat some of the 
provisions inside, and the Cyclops threatens to eat them. Nevertheless, Cratinus includes 
a number of comic updates to Homer’s version, most notably the depiction of the 
Cyclops as a chef.93  
 Thus, if Platonius’ description is accurate, the comic poets seem to have claimed 
that their treatments were superior to other versions, a mode of mythological criticism 
found in Hesiod’s Theogony, when the Muses say they can tell the truth or lies (24-28), 
and Pindar’s Olympian 1, when the poet rejects slanderous stories about Pelops (28-53). 
Moreover, if Euripides encroached on comic turf in the fifth century (as seems to be the 
case),94 this would help to explain the comic poets’ treating the same myths as Euripides 
and their criticizing his treatments.  
                                                
92 Sommerstein 2009 argues that Platonius has confused Cratinus’ Odysseuses with 
Theopompus’ Odysseus, a comedy of the early fourth century. 
93 On the Odysseuses, see recently Bakola 2010, 234-46. Kaibel 1895 compares the 
accounts of Homer, Euripides, and Cratinus. Tanner 1915 focuses on the differences 
between Euripides’ and Cratinus’ versions. Kerkhof 2001, 157-60, tentatively suggests 
that Epicharmus’ treatment of this myth may have influenced both Euripides and 
Cratinus. 
94 See chapter 6 
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 In the fourth century, mythological figures and stories also continue to be drawn 
into everyday situations.95 This process of Atticization of myth is observable in many 
plays. In Platon’s Zeus Treated Badly, Heracles plays cottabus with a female love interest 
(fr. 46), and in Alexis’ Linos, Heracles goes book shopping. Another common trend is the 
rationalization of myth. For example, in Anaxandrides’ Tereus, Tereus is not actually 
transformed into a bird; instead, he simply gets the nickname “bird” (ὄρνιϲ) because he is 
treated poorly by women in his household (fr. 46), just as roosters are proverbially 
henpecked.96 
 Finally, the comedians who began producing dramas in the last half of the fourth 
century wrote forty-nine mythological plays over a span of about ninety years (350s-
270s). These are plays by Alexis, Apollodorus of Gela, Diphilus, Epicrates, Euphanes, 
Lynceus, Menander, Philemon, Theophilus, and Timocles. This is a significant decline, 
as mythological comedies are supplanted by domestic comedies. Indeed, as Nesselrath 
has argued, throughout the fourth century, mythological comedy is domesticized and 
eventually stripped of its mythological trappings.97 
 In sum, we can see not only shifts in popularity but also shifts in uses of 
mythological comedy. The earliest comedies, those of Sicily, were primarily 
mythological in nature but firmly rooted in a mythological setting. In Athens, Cratinus 
seems to have been a significant innovator of mythological comedy, and he frequently 
incorporated ad hominem mockery and social criticism into his mythological plays, even 
                                                
95 See Konstantakos 2014, Sumler 2014, and Nesselrath 1990. 
96 See, for example, Aristophanes Birds 285-86. 
97 Nesselrath 1990 
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those firmly grounded in mythological fantasy. Eventually, in the last three decades of 
the fifth century, the political surpassed the mythological as the primary focus of comedy, 
but myth was lurking below the surface. At the end of the fifth century and beginning of 
the fourth, however, myth again became dominant. In some plays, myths were brought 
into the everyday world, and in others, a mythological setting was likely maintained 
throughout. In the fourth century, these trends continue, but some comedians produced 
rationalized treatments of myths. About half-way through the century, mythological 
comedies declined in number as the gods and heroes appearing in quotidian situations are 
eventually replaced by fictional characters in similar scenarios.  
 Despite these changes and developments, mythological comedy throughout the 
fifth and fourth centuries consistently engaged with other poetic genres. This 
engagement, I suggest, should not be interpreted as comedy’s own confession of 
inferiority to other genres. Instead, the comic poets are participating in the rivalry for 
authority found in many genres, both poetry and prose, of this period. Indeed, although 
the comedians rival other genres for supremacy in specific myths, they also seem to have 
had a body of myths which they primarily transmitted and treated in novel ways. 
 
THE SELECTION OF MYTH 
In Aristotle’s description of what he considered the finest tragic plot, he indicates that a 
few mythological families became the primary focus of the tragic poets: “For at first, the 
poets recounted just any story, but now the best tragedies are composed about a few 
households, such as Alcmeon, Oedipus, Orestes, Meleager, Thyestes, Telephus, and as 
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many others as happened to suffer or to do terrible things” (πρῶτον µὲν γὰρ οἱ ποιηταὶ 
τοὺϲ τυχόνταϲ µύθουϲ ἀπηρίθµουν, νῦν δὲ περὶ ὀλίγαϲ οἰκίαϲ αἱ κάλλιϲται 
τραγωιδίαι ϲυντίθενται, οἷον περὶ Ἀλκµέωνα καὶ Οἰδίπουν καὶ Ὀρέϲτην καὶ 
Μελέαγρον καὶ Θυέϲτην καὶ Τήλεφον καὶ ὅϲοιϲ ἄλλοιϲ ϲυµβέβηκεν ἢ παθεῖν δεινὰ ἢ 
ποιῆϲαι, Poetics 1453a). Aristotle’s statement suggests that any story could be made 
tragic, but the stories of a few households lent themselves naturally to Aristotle’s ideal 
tragedy. Although he does not specify further, we should assume that each hero and his 
household had many different myths associated with him, and certain of these stories 
would be more easily adapted than others for a tragedy.  
 A corollary to Aristotle’s claim is true as well: although any myth could be made 
comic, certain families seem to have had stories more appropriate for comedy. It is 
certainly difficult to imagine a comedy about Thyestes’ revolting feast of his own 
children, but every name Aristotle mentions as suitably tragic is also the title of a 
comedy. A comic Thyestes is attributed only to Diocles, although we cannot be certain 
whether he depicted the feast itself. We do, however, have lines preserved from 
Aristophanes’ Proagon seemingly about Thyestes’ eating his children: 
ἐγευϲάµην χορδῆϲ ὁ δύϲτηνοϲ τέκνων· 
πῶϲ ἐϲίδω ῥύγχοϲ περικεκαυµένον; 
What a wretch! I have tasted the guts of my children. How will I look upon a 
roasted pig-snout? 
     fr. 478 
And this fragment is perhaps spoken by Thyestes as well: 
οἴµοι τάλαϲ, τί µου ϲτρέφει τὴν γαϲτέρα; 
βάλλ’ ἐϲ κόρακαϲ· πόθεν ἂν λάϲανα γένοιτό µοι; 
I’m wretched. What’s turning my stomach? Go to hell! Where’s a bathroom? 
     fr. 477 
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If this myth can make its way into a comedy, likely anything could. Another violent myth 
somehow depicted in Aristophanic comedy is the myth of Anagyrus,98 who the Suda says 
was a demon from the deme Anagyrous. Anagyrus, aiming to punish a man for chopping 
down trees in his grove, makes the man’s concubine fall in love with his son, who does 
not return the concubine’s affections. She then falsely accuses the boy of raping her, and 
the father mutilates and imprisons his own son. The father then hangs himself, and the 
concubine jumps into a well. This story has parallels with the myth of Hippolytus, who 
was also falsely accused by his stepmother and punished by his father, and Aristophanes’ 
Anagyrus parodied Euripides’ Hippolytus (cf. fr. 53).  
 Although potentially gruesome material was not avoided in comedy, we should 
not necessarily assume that comedians followed tragic myth with precision. The 
tragedians themselves manipulated myths to make them more tragic and more gut-
wrenching, but comic poets need not accept these innovations. For example, Euripides or 
another tragedian may have invented the murder of Medea’s children at her own hands 
rather than, as previously, at the hands of Corinthians angry at Medea.99 This innovation 
certainly makes the myth more tragic, and at least nine tragedians wrote a Medea. Six 
comic poets, however, also wrote plays with this title,100 and, although we might consider 
the blossoming love affair between Medea and Jason to be more appropriate for comedy, 
Strattis, at least, did treat the same episode as Euripides’ Medea.101 Only a few fragments 
                                                
98 Diphilus wrote either an Anagyrus or an Anargyrus (A Man Without Gold). 
99 See Mastronarde 2007, 49-53. 
100 Rhinthon also has a phlyax play Medea. 
101 See Orth 2009, 165. Fr. 34, quoted below, and fr. 35, which is addressed to Creon, 
suggests both dramas treat the same episode. 
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survive, but one of them indicates that the comic poet was not compelled to follow 
Euripides’ famous treatment. In this fragment, Medea seems to give orders to take a gift 
to the Princess:  
 καὶ λέγ’ ὅτι φέρειϲ αὐτῆι µύρον 
τοιοῦτον, οἷον οὐ Μέγαλλοϲ πώποτε 
ἥψηϲεν, οὐδὲ Δεινίαϲ Αἰγύπτιοϲ 
οὔτ’ εἶδεν οὔτ’ ἐκτήϲατο. 
 
And say that you’re bringing her a fine ointment, such that Megallus never boiled, 
nor Egyptian Deinias saw or owned.  
     fr. 34 
 
The context is not secure, but the tone of the fragment suggests some deception, 
especially the order to give a pretext (λέγ’). If this does come from a scene in which 
Medea is sending a gift to the princess, there are significant departures from Euripides’ 
treatment. First, Medea orders a single person to carry the gifts (note the second-person 
singular verbs λέγ’ and φέρειϲ). Either only one of her children (she has two in 
Euripides’ drama) or someone else entirely, perhaps a slave, will take the gifts. Second, 
Medea plans to send Glauce an ointment rather than a robe, as in Euripides, and Medea 
herself has likely brewed some type of potion. Her fabrication of the ointment would 
emphasize Medea’s witch-like characteristics, and her reference to the Egyptian perfumer 
Deinias makes her seem more foreign,102  even though Euripides’ drama tries to minimize 
Medea’s depiction as a foreign witch.103 This fragment has typically comic characteristics 
as well. The references to two historical perfumers, Megallus and Deinias, disrupts the 
mythical fiction, a common trope in comedy, and the ointment itself is a more realistic 
                                                
102 According to Athenaeus, Megallus, the other perfumer mentioned, was a Sicilian, but 
some say he was an Athenian (14.690f). 
103 See Mastronarde 2007, 22-28. 
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item than a robe and a crown from Helios, which are the gifts of Euripides’ Medea. The 
Megallian ointment, nevertheless, is still a sign of extreme luxury, one appropriate for a 
princess,104 and, interestingly, references to it appear only in comedy, many of them 
mythological comedies.  
 If Strattis differs from Euripides in these details, the ending of the comedy might 
differ as well. In his discussion of Strattis’ play, Orth rightly draws our attention to 
Aristotle’s claim (Poetics 1453a) that in comedy even bitter enemies such as Orestes and 
Aegisthus leave as friends and no one kills anyone else.105 If Aristotle’s claim is accurate, 
Strattis’ Medea is possibly not plotting to murder the princess, but, unfortunately, the 
fragments do not reveal how the ending is made appropriate for a comedy. Perhaps, like 
Orestes and Aegisthus, Medea and Glauce become friends, Medea’s treacherous plan 
fails, or she may be plotting a less violent means of exacting revenge.  
 Indeed, although comic characters do not commit murder, they do resort to acts of 
violence. Epicharmus’ Amycus shows how myths with lethal endings can be made 
appropriate for a comedy. This myth is recounted in full by the Hellenistic poets 
Apollonius (2.1-163)  and Theocritus (Idyll 22.1-134): a certain king Amycus challenges 
Polydeuces, one of the Dioscuri, to a boxing match, which Polydeuces wins. At this 
point, however, the accounts diverge. Apollonius has Polydeuces kill Amycus, but in 
Theocritus’ poem the Dioscouri spare him as long as he swears never to box strangers 
                                                
104 In Anaxandrides’ Tereus, some unidentified woman applies Megallian ointment to her 
body, like a renowned princess bride (νύµφη βαϲιλὶϲ ὠνοµαϲµένη, fr. 47). 
105 Orth 2009, 166-67 
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again.106 It is this latter version that Epicharmus’ comedy uses (and perhaps even 
invents). A scholiast to Apollonius (Σ 2.98-100) says that Epicharmus’ comedy depicts 
Polydeuces tying Amycus up, and a fragment from this scene survives:  
    † εἴ γε µὲν ὅτι 
 ἐγκεκόµβωται καλώϲ 
 
 If that he’s been tied up well. 
     fr. 7 
 
This comedy is the earliest extant treatment of the Amycus myth, and we do not know 
whether Epicharmus has invented this non-lethal version for his comic production or if he 
is using an available alternative.107  
 In addition to making even the most gruesome myth comic, the comedians had a 
body of myth to which they commonly turned. Bowie has identified a number of gods 
and heroes who appear commonly in comedy, but some figures and myths can be added 
to his observations.108 Dionysus and Zeus are the most popular, and these two figures, 
interestingly, rarely appear in tragedy. Whether Zeus appeared in tragedy at all is 
frequently debated,109 and, despite the commonly prevailing conception of Dionysus as 
                                                
106 Gantz 1993, 349, assumes that Apollonius’ version is the canonical one because it 
appears in the majority of our sources (Apollodorus Bibliotheca 1.9.20, Hyginus Fabulae 
17, Valerius Flaccus 4.99, and Orphic Argonautica 664). Nevertheless, all the vase-
paintings from the fifth century depict the binding scene.  
107 Several visual representations of this myth on vases include satyrs; see Del Corno 
1971 and Lloyd-Jones 1996, 45, who argue that the painters were inspired by Sophocles’ 
satyr drama. Weis 1982 argues for an Italian origin for visual representations of tree-
binding scenes, which include the myths of Amycus, Marsyas, Peirithous, and 
Andromeda. 
108 See Bowie 2000, 319-22, and 2010, 147-57. 
109 See chapter 4. 
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the god of theater, he rarely appears as a character in tragic productions.110 Other gods 
that appear in many comedies are the Muses and Aphrodite. Heroes, some expected and 
some unexpected, also appear in many comedies; the following heroes, heroines, and 
creatures appear in more than three comedies (in approximate order of popularity): 
Heracles, Odysseus, Centaurs or Chiron, Atalanta, Deucalion (and Pyrrha), Satyrs, Helen, 
Medea, Adonis, Busiris, Lemnian Women, Amazons, Cyclops, Daedalus, Orestes, 
Theseus, Tyndareus, Admetus, Amazons, Cercopes, Circe, Danaë, Europa, Ganymede, 
Glaucus, Io, Meleager, Philoctetes, Seasons, Sirens, and Tereus. 
 Finally, Bowie points out that myths concerning the Trojan nexus frequently 
appear.111 To this, we can add several other favored topics:112  
Births of gods and heroes: Anaxandrides Birth of Dionysus; Antiphanes Birth of 
Aphrodite; Araros Birth of Pan; Cratinus Nemesis (Birth of Helen); Hermippus Birth of 
Athena; Nicophon Birth of Aphrodite; Philiscus Birth of Artemis and Apollo, Birth of 
Hermes and Aphrodite, Birth of Pan, Birth of Zeus; Polyzelus Birth of Aphrodite, Birth of 
Dionysus, Birth of the Muses  
 
Affairs of Zeus: Alcaeus Callisto, Ganymede; Alexis Tyndareus; Amphis Callisto; 
Anaxandrides Io; Anaxilas Io; Antiphanes Ganymede; Apollophanes Danaë; Archippus 
Amphitryon; Aristophanes Daedalus; Crates Lamia; Cratinus Nemesis; Epicharmus 
Dictues, Hip Joint; Eubulus Antiope, Danaë, Europa, Ganymede, Spartans or Leda, 
Semele or Dionysus; Hermippus Europa; Platon Daedalus, Europa, Long Night, Io; 
Polyzelus Demos-Tyndareus; Sannyrion Danaë, Io; Sophilus Tyndareus or Leda 
 
Marriages: Alcaeus Sacred Marriage; Anaxandrides Protesilaus; Archippus Marriage of 
Heracles; Epicharmus Marriage of Hebe, Muses;  Eubulus Auge; Nicochares Marriage of 
Heracles; Philyllius Auge 
 
The Great Flood: Antiphanes Deucalion, Dinolochus Leucarion, Epicharmus Pyrrha and 
Prometheus, Eubulus Deucalion, Ophelio Deucalion, Pherecrates Antmen 
 
                                                
110 See chapter 6. 
111 See also Wright 2007. 
112 Some of these are noted passim by Bowie 2000 and 2010. 
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 Some of these areas of interest overlap with tragedy, but several gods and heroes 
seem to be the focus exclusively of comedies. These titles potentially represent a body of 
myth that was in the domain of the comic poets primarily. Given the paucity of 
information about both comic and tragic titles, this list is only speculative. Furthermore, 
some of these myths are referred to in tragedies, but alluding to a myth and focusing an 
entire drama on that myth are different. 
Mythological titles found exclusively in comedy:  
Alcyoneus, Alcinous, All-Seeing Ones, Althaea, Amaltheia, Amazons, Amphictyones, 
Anagryrus, Anchises, Anculion, Antea, Aphrodite, Birth of Aphrodite, Apollo, Arisnoë, 
Artemis, Birth of Athena, Dionysus, Hermes and Aphrodite, Calypso, Caunians, Centaur, 
Cercopes, Chiron, Cocalus, Cydon, Deucalion and Pyrrha, Earth and Sea, Endymion, 
Fates, Galatea, Ganymede, Geryones, Giants, Golden Age, Gorgons, Graces, Hecate, 
Hermaphrodite, Hero/ Heroes, Wealth (Gods), Hyancinthus, Hymenaeus, Lamia, Locrian 
Women, Love Gods, Lycurgus, Melanion, Meliboea, Menelaus, Meropis, Mother of the 
Gods, Muses, Nemesis, Nereus, Ouranus, Pan, Pasiphaë, Phaon, Polyidus, Priapus, 
Hephaestus, Sacred Marriage, Seasons, Seriphians, Sirens, Son of Phoenix, Sons of 
Euneus, Teisamenus, Titans, Trophonius, Tyndereus and Leda, Xouthus. 
 
 We can supplement this list of potentially humorous myths with a few titles found 
exclusively in comedy and satyr drama: Admetus, Amycus, Busiris, Circe, Cyclops, Linos, 
Omphale, Pandora, Sciron, Sphinx.
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THE POETS OF MYTHOLOGICAL COMEDY 
The comic poets, their mythological plays, and other available, relevant information is 
presented here. In most cases, we know of only a few titles and a date for a first victory at 
the Dionysia or Lenaea, and this information usually comes from the Suda and 
inscriptions (especially the Victors Lists).113 Because it is important to identify possible 
trends in production, the poets are presented in roughly chronological order, which 
corresponds to the numbers in the alphabetical list below. 
Alphabetical list of poets 
 
  
                                                
113 The texts of the inscription records for the dramatic festival follow Millis-Olson. The 
traditional line numbers have been followed except where noted.  
1
Alcaeus  34 
Alexander  61 
Alexis   48 
Amphis  37 
Anaxandrides  39 
Anaxilas  62 
Antiphanes  36 
Apollodorus of Gela  55 
Apollophanes   30 
Araros   38 
Archippus   21 
Aristomenes   11 
Aristonymus   17 
Aristophanes   16 
Callias   9 
Cantharus   18 
Cephisodorus   28 
Chionides   4 
Crates   8 
Cratinus  7 
Cratinus II  24 
Demetrius  26 
Dinolochus  3 
Diocles   33 
2
Diphilus   58 
Ecphantides   6 
Ephippus   44 
Epicharmus  1 
Epicrates   47 
Eriphus  63 
Eubulus  43 
Euphanes   46 
Euphron  64 
Eupolis  19 
Euthycles  65 
Heniochus  49 
Hermippus   13 
Lynceus   56 
Lysippus   22 
Magnes   5 
Menander   54 
Menecrates  66 
Menippus  67 
Mnesimachus   45 
Myrtilus   14 
Nicochares   35 
Nicophon   29 
Nicostratus  42 
3
Ophelion  68 
Pherecrates   12 
Philemon  53 
Philetaerus   40 
Philippus   41 
Philiscus  69 
Philyllius   31 
Phormus   2  
Phrynichus   15 
Platon    20 
Polyzelus   25 
Posidippus  59 
Sannyrion   32 
Sophilus  50 
Straton   51 
Strattis   27 
Teleclides   10 
Theognetus  70 
Theophilus   57 
Theopompus   23 
Timocles   52 
Timostratus  60 




The career of the most important and influential Sicilian comic poet is difficult to date 
precisely. He was active at the beginning of the fifth century, possibly earlier. Aristotle 
dates Epicharmus to “much earlier” (πολλῶι πρότεροϲ) than Chionides and Magnes 
(Poetics 1448a), and in some late sources (including Plutarch and Diogenes Laertius) he 
is somehow linked directly to Pythagoras (see test. 9, 11-13).115 His career would then be 
late 6th century. Other sources (the Suda, the anonymous On Comedy, and the Marmor 
Parium = test. 1, 6a, 7), however, situate his career in the 480s and 470s. He probably met 
Aeschylus when the Athenian tragedian came to Syracuse about 470, and Epicharmus at 
the very least knew some of Aeschylus’ work since Epicharmus mocked his vocabulary 
(see fr. 221).116 Thus, his career was likely flourishing in the 480s and 470s, perhaps even 
a few decades earlier. 
 Thirty-one, approximately two-thirds of his plays, seem to have had mythological 
themes. His favorite subjects include Odysseus, Heracles, and Dionysus, and in general 
myths related to the Trojan War. A few fragments are in dactylic hexameter (fr. 113.415, 
121, and 224) and others incorporate epic language (fr. 97, 121). Thus, even the earliest 
                                                
114 Bosher 2006, 7-20; Bosher 2014; Kerhof 2001, 55-132; Rodríguez-Noriega Guillén 
1996 
115 West 1971, 302, urges caution: “Everyone in Magna Graecia before the reign of 
Hieron moves in a cloud of legend. A fair-sized portion of the cloud is Pythagorean 
territory, and almost anyone is liable to find himself entendrilled from that quarter, 
whether he belongs there or not.” 
116 Pickard-Cambridge and Webster, 1962, 233, had suggested that he worked until the 
460s on the grounds (dubious, to me) that the reference to sycophants in fr. 98 indicates a 
date after the founding of democracy in 466 and that the Pyrrha and Prometheus alludes 
to the Prometheus Bound. Only the word ϲύκοϲ (sykos, “fig”) appears in the ancient 
commentary to the fragment (132, 134), not the word sycophant, and the Prometheus 
Bound was likely produced after Aeschylus’ death in 456, possibly by his son Euphorion 
(see Griffith 1977; Sommerstein 2010b, 228-32). 
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extant comedy relied on the juxtaposition of grandiose and comic elements for humorous 
effect, but Epicharmus used epic (primarily)117 and tragedy, whereas Athenian comedians 
relied more on tragedy. 
 Epicharmus (and the other Sicilian comedians) certainly influenced Athenian 
comedy, but when the influence began is debated. Aristotle (Poetics 1149b) says that the 
composition of comedians with plots (τὸ δὲ µύθουϲ ποιεῖν) came originally from Sicily 
and that this style influenced Crates, an Athenian comic poet of the mid fifth century. 
While the fragments of Epicharmus do indicate he composed comedies with plots—
rather than simply strings of jokes—Aristotle may have erred in claiming that 
Epicharmus had such early influence in Athens. No conclusive evidence of influence 
exists before the time of Plato and Xenophon.118 
 His mythological comedies are Alcyoneus, Amycus, Antenor, Atalantas, Bacchae, 
Busiris, Earth and Sea, Dexamenus, Dictyes, Dionysoi, Dionysus <?>, Hope or Wealth, 
Marriage of Hebe, Heracles and the Belt, Heracles at Pholos, Heracles <?>, Cyclops, 
Revelers or Hephaestus, Logos and Logina, Medea, Muses, Odysseus the Deserter, 
Odysseus Shipwrecked, Odysseus <?>, Hip joint, Pyrrha and Prometheus, Sirens, 
Sciron, Sphinx, Trojans, and Philoctetes. 
 
2. Phormus (or Phormis)  
About two other Sicilian poets, we know far less. The Suda says that Phormus was a 
contemporary of Epicharmus and tutor to the children of the tyrant Gelon (test. 1). All six 
                                                
117 See especially Revermann 2013 and Willi 2008 
118 See Kerkhof 2001 and Olson 2007, 8-11, esp. n. 24. 
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of Phormus’ preserved titles suggest mythological subjects: Admetus, Alcinous, Alcyones, 
Atalantas, The Sack of Troy or Horse, and Kepheus or Headache or Perseus. 
 
3. Dinolochus 
The other known Sicilian comic poet Dinolochus is variously identified as the son, 
student, and rival of Epicharmus (test. 1-2). Ten of twelve of his preserved titles are 
mythological: Althaea, Amazons, Circe or Odysseus, Leucarion, Meleager, Medea, 
Oeneus, Orestes, Telephus, and Pholus. 
 
4. Chionides  
The Suda identifies Chionides as the first competitor of Old Comedy (test. 1), which is 
usually interpreted to mean that Chionides was the first victor in the comic competition at 
the Dionysia, traditionally dated to 486.119 Only one preserved title, Heroes, may indicate 
a mythological comedy.120  
 
5. Magnes  
Aristophanes calls Magnes a dominant poet of the generation preceding his own (Knights 
520-21), and according to the Victors List (IG II2 2325.44) and the anonymous On 
Comedy (test. 3), Magnes won an impressive eleven victories. One victory can be dated 
to the Dionysia in 473/2 or earlier (IG II2 2318.8). He wrote two Dionysus plays. 
                                                
119 See Olson 2007, 382-84, who argues that the traditional dating is compatible with, 
though not directly supported by, the City Dionysia Victors’ List (IG II2 2325.39-70). 




6. Ecphantides  
Ecphantides won a victory at the Dionysia between Euphronius and Cratinus (IG II2 
2325.49), and so his career can be dated at the earliest to 458/7. A scholiast to 
Aristophanes Wasps says that Ecphantides mocked Androcles (Σ Wasps 1187a=fr. 5), a 
komoidoumenos also mocked in the Wasps, produced in 422, and so Storey supposes 
Ecphantides’ career lasted into the mid- to late-430s.121 We have little evidence about his 
productions, and he is credited with four victories. His only likely mythological play is 
Satyrs. 
 
7. Cratinus122  
Commonly identified as one of the three canonical poets of the fifth century,123 Cratinus 
had a long and prosperous career. His first victory came in the mid-450s, and he won six 
victories at the Dionysia (IG II2 2325.50) and three at the Lenaea (IG II2 2325.121). 
Aristophanes implies in Knights (526-36) that Cratinus had been successful early in his 
career but was past his prime by Aristophanes’ own day. Cratinus responded directly to 
Aristophanes’ characterization the next year (423) in his comedy Wine Flask, likely his 
last, in which Cratinus himself was the main character. 
 Evidence survives for seventeen possibly mythological plays on a diverse range 
of subjects. We are especially fortunate to have several significant fragments from his 
mythological plays, including a papyrus fragment of Wealth Gods (fr. 171), as well as the 
                                                
121 Storey 2011 Vol. 2, 4 
122 See especially Bakola 2010 
123 E.g., Horace Satires 1.4.1-5, Persius 1.123-25, Quintilian 10.1.65-66 
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majority of a hypothesis to the Dionysalexandros (P. Oxy. 663 = test. 1), published in 
1904. Thanks to this hypothesis, we know more about the plot of this mythological 
comedy than any other, save Plautus’ Amphitruo.  
 The fragments and testimonia reveal that he incorporated political attacks, 
especially against Pericles, even into his mythological comedies (e.g., in Nemesis, 
Dionysalexandros). Scholars have interpreted some of these mythological comedies as 
one-to-one political allegories,124 but Bakola has forcefully rejected this interpretation.125 
In addition to the political content, the extant fragments of his comedies provide a 
glimpse at the poet’s bold, innovative, and diverse uses of mythology. His 
Dionysalexandros and Nemesis show his willingness to depart from versions of myths 
found in the epic cycle, while his Odysseuses seems to respond directly to Homer’s 
account of Odysseus and the Cyclops in Odyssey 9. In Wealth Gods, Cratinus blurs the 
lines of myth and reality as a Chorus of Wealth Gods arrive in a fictional, yet 
contemporary Athens. 
 His comedies also draw on many different poetic traditions. His use of satyr 
choruses in Dionysalexandros and Satyrs invites a comparison to satyr drama. Bakola has 
also argued that the work of both Archilochus and Aeschylus were important for 
Cratinus’ poetic agenda. Indeed, paratragedy was incorporated into some of his 
comedies.126 
                                                
124 Esp. Schwarze 1971 
125 Bakola 2010. See also chapter 2 on the supposed political allegory in 
Dionysalexandros. 
126 Bakola 2010, 122-141, and 2013 argued that some of Cratinus’ work engaged 
extensively with Aeschylus’ Oresteia and the Prometheus plays. 
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 His myth comedies are Busiris, Dionysalexandros, Dionysoi, Run-Aways, 
Eumenides, Sons of Euneus, Thracian Women, Men of Ida, Nemesis, Odysseuses, All-
seeing Ones, Wealth Gods, Satyrs, Seriphians, Trophonius, Chirons, and Seasons. 
 
8. Crates  
Another prominent competitor of earlier comedy, Crates is listed after Cratinus on the 
victors list (IG II2 2325.52), and so his first victory is probably in the late 450s or early 
440s. With only seven plays, his career was likely only a decade or so. Aristophanes in 
Knights (537-40) identifies him as a figure of the previous generation of comic poets and 
offers backhanded compliments. Aristotle (Poetics 1449b=test. 12) claims that Crates, 
under the influence of the Sicilian comedians, was the first Attic comic poet to abandon 
the “iambic mode” (ἰαµβικῆϲ ἰδέαϲ) and compose plays with plots. One play of his, 
Lamia, is mythological, and another, Heroes, is possibly mythological. 
 
9. Callias  
He won a victory at the Dionysia in 446 (IG II2 2318.76-8), and, if his name is restored 
correctly to the Victors List, his first victory at that festival was won in the late 450s or 
early 440s (IG II2 2325.53). He has four possibly mythological titles preserved: Egyptian, 
Atalantas, Cyclopes, and Satyrs. I include Egyptian, because several myths treated in 





10. Teleclides  
Teleclides’ first victories at the Dionysia and at the Lenaea both likely occurred in the 
mid-440s (IG II2 2325.54; IG II2 2325.119). Although Teleclides earned an impressive 
eight victories (three at the Dionysia and five at the Lenaea), we have little information 
about him and hear of only seven titles. Based on the personal attacks in the fragments, 
Storey suggests Telecides was similar to Aristophanes in style and manner. 127 
Amphictyones, his only possibly mythological play, may be about the mythical son of 
Deucalion, who was an early king of Athens, but “amphictyons” was also a technical 
term for ambassadors to the Amphictyonic Council, a league of neighbors. It can also 
mean simply “neighbors.” 
 
11. Aristomenes  
His name appears on the Victors List in the 430s, just before Cratinus, winning two 
victories at the Lenaea (IG II2 2325.120). According to the hypothesis to Aristophanes’ 
Wealth, produced c. 388, Aristomenes competed in the same competition with a play 
called Admetus. Thus, he would have had a career spanning about 50 years.128 For such a 
long career, we have few titles and fragments, but Storey suggests that, if this is the 
Aristomenes implicated in the mysteries scandal of 415, a decade-long absence from 
Athens would explain a meager output.129 His two mythological titles are Admetus and 
                                                
127 Storey 2011 Vol. 3, 285 
128 Capps 1906, 214-17, suggests that Aristomenes’ name should possibly be restored to 
the Roman Fragments (IGUR 216.10-14). Millis-Olson 2012, 227-28, express skepticism 
about this restoration. 
129 Storey 2011 Vol. 1, 124-25 
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Dionysus in Training, although the latter might not necessarily feature a mythological 
plot.130  
 
12. Pherecrates  
Pherecrates won his first victory at the Dionysia in 438/7 (IG II2 2325.56), and he won 
two victories at the Lenaea, the first also in the mid-430s (IG II2 2325.122). His Wild Men 
is dated to 421/0 by Athenaeus (test. i). The anonymous On Comedy says that Pherecrates 
refrained from personal attacks and instead was successful in producing new themes and 
in inventing plots (πράγµατα δὲ εἰϲηγούµενοϲ καινὰ ηὐδοκίµει, γενόµενοϲ εὑρετικὸϲ 
µύθων, test. 2a). Indeed, Pherecratean comedy seems to have been a forerunner of 
domestic comedies, as many of the titles and fragments suggest domestic themes.131  
 His originality extends also to mythological comedies, and four of these titles 
survive. Two of these feature Heracles or someone pretending to be Heracles (Heracles 
the Mortal and False Heracles). His apparent penchant for domestic scenarios may have 
also influenced his mythological comedies. In Antmen, the husband-and-wife pair of 
Deucalion and Pyrrha are characters, and Pyrrha, who has just survived the Great Flood, 
complains about eating fish (fr. 125). We see a blending of myth and domesticity also in 
the Chiron, where a character Music is presented as an abused woman, but its attribution 
to Pherecrates was questioned in antiquity. 
 
 
                                                
130 Cf. Eupolis’ Admirals (Taxiarchoi), in which Dionysus trains for the Athenian navy. 
131 See esp. Henderson 2000 on women in Pherecratean comedy. 
	  	  
62	  
13. Hermippus  
Hermippus won his first victory at the Dionysia in about 436/5 (IG II2 2325.57), and he 
won four victories at the Lenaea, the first likely in the mid-430s (IG II2 2325.123). The 
Suda (test. 1) says he produced forty plays, whose titles are mostly lost. With so many 
productions, a career of two to three decades seems not unreasonable. In addition to 
writing comedies, Hermippus also composed iambic poems and, according to Athenaeus, 
paroidiai (παρωιδίαϲ, test. 8). He wrote many mythological plays, six of the ten 
preserved titles (Agamemnon, Birth of Athena, Europa, Gods, Cercopes, Fates).  
 His Birth of Athena was a forerunner to the birth of the gods comedies that were 
popular in the fourth century, and his Europa would have been one of the earliest 
comedies to depict one of Zeus’ affairs. 
 
14. Myrtilus  
Myrtilus, the brother of Hermippus, won a victory at the Lenaea before Eupolis’ first 
victory and so sometime around 430 (IG II2 2325.125). The Suda identifies only two 
titles: Titan-Pans and Love Gods. Both may be mythological. Hesychius, however, says 
that “Titan” is slang for pederast (τ 971) and that Pans refer to someone “very eager for 
intercourse” (π 339), and so Storey suggests that the title may refer to pederasts eager for 
sex or simply the offspring of Pan and female Titans.132 
 
 
                                                
132 Storey 2011 Vol. 2, 375 
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15. Phrynichus  
Not to be confused with the tragic poet of the same name, Phrynichus Comicus won his 
first victory at the Lenaea in 428 (IG II2 2325.124), and his second victory at that festival 
occurs in 405, with Muses. He also won at least one victory at the City Dionysia, 
sometime between 425 and 415 (IG II2 2325.61). The Suda (test. 1) puts his debut in the 
86th Olympiad (436-432). Three of the ten preserved titles suggest mythological subjects: 
Cronus, Satyrs, and Muses. 
 
16. Aristophanes 
Regarded in antiquity as one of the three great poets of “Old Comedy” (with Cratinus and 
Eupolis), Aristophanes’ eleven extant plays are the best evidence for late-fifth and early-
fourth century Attic comedy. These plays are primarily political and topical, but they also 
integrate domestic and mythological elements. His career began in 427 with Banqueters, 
and he won his first victory at the Dionysia in 427/6 (IG II2 2325.58), very likely with 
Babylonians. His name should probably be restored to the List of Victors at the Lenaea 
after Eupolis (IG II2 2325.126), since Aristophanes won in 426/5 with Acharnians.133 
 Despite his obvious preference for topical comedy, he wrote a number of 
mythological plays: Aeolosicon, Anagyrus, Daedalus, Danaids, Dionysus Shipwrecked, 
Dramas or Centaur, Dramas or Niobus, Heroes, Cocalus, Lemnian Women, Polyidus, 
Proagon, Phoenician Women, and Seasons. Some of these can possibly be dated. 
Proagon was produced in 422 by Philonides. Heroes mentions Dieitrephes (fr. 321), who 
                                                
133 See Millis-Olson 2012, 178. 
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rose to prominence in 414/3. If Phoenician Women is a send-up of Euripides’ tragedy, it 
would have been produced sometime after 412. Lemnian Women (fr. 373) possibly 
explains the etymology of Thoas in Euripides’ Iphigenia among the Taurians, and so the 
date would be after 410. Cocalus was produced by Aristophanes’ son Araros in 387. The 
second version of Aeolosicon was produced after Cocalus. 
 
17. Aristonymus  
Little is known about Aristonymus. He, along with Ameipsias and Sannyrion, made fun 
of Aristophanes for not producing some of his own plays. He therefore belongs to the end 
of the fifth century or beginning of the fourth century. His name is not preserved on the 
Victors Lists, and only two titles are known. Theseus certainly suggests a mythological 
theme, whereas The Sun is Cold could perhaps be (though far from certainly) 
mythological. 
 
18. Cantharus  
Cantharus’ name appears conjecturally on the Fasti (IG II2 2318.582) and the Victory 
Lists (IG II2 2325.60), the latter more securely dated to 425/4-423/2. Two titles are 
certainly mythological: Medea and Tereus. A third, Nightingales, could be about Procne, 
who was transformed into a nightingale after being assaulted by Tereus, and so 
Nightingales could be an alternative title to Tereus, as Storey suggests.134 
 
                                                
134 Storey 2011 Vol. 1, 175 
	  	  
65	  
19. Eupolis135  
Frequently identified with Aristophanes and Cratinus as one of the three canonical poets 
of fifth-century comedy, Eupolis is known especially for his political poetry. He, in fact, 
seems to eschew mythological comedies. He won his first victory at the Dionysia in 
426/5 or 425/4 (IG II2 2325.59) and at the Lenaea likely in the early 420s. Only one of his 
plays, The Golden Age, is possibly mythological, although some, like Aristophanes’ 
political plays, seem to have mythological coloring. Admirals, for example, featured 
Dionysus as a character learning to row for the navy. A scholiast to Aristophanes’ Peace 
(Σ 741b = Eupolis test. 19) says that “Euripides made a hungry Heracles, a cowardly 
Dionysus, and an adulterous Zeus,” but this must refer to a comic poet, possibly 
Eupolis.136 Even if this emendation is correct, Storey thinks the scholiast is “just 
guessing” that these lines are aimed at Eupolis.137  
 
20. Platon138  
Platon (also known as Plato Comicus to differentiate him from the philosopher) had a 
long and remarkable career. He won his first victory at the Dionysia in the 410s (IG II2 
2325.63), but one source (Cyril of Alexandria in Against Julian 1.13) says that Platon, 
Eupolis, and Aristophanes were all producing comedies in the 88th Olympiad (428-424).  
                                                
135 See Storey 2003. 
136 On the emendation, see K-A. 
137 Storey 2003, 292 
138 See Pirrotta 2009. 
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His latest datable play, Women from the Festival, was likely produced in the early 
380s.139 
 He wrote many different types of comedy: political/ topical (including 
demagogue), character and situational, plays about poetry and the theater, and 
mythological. The Suda, in fact, sings his praises, claiming his style was brilliant (ἔϲτι δὲ 
λαµπρὸϲ τὸν χαρακτῆρα, test. 1). In ancient and Byzantine scholarship, Platon is often 
associated with “Middle” (ἡ µέϲη) or “Second” (ἡ δεύτερα) Comedy.140 Like Cratinus, 
his mythological comedies (Adonis and Laius) sometimes contained personal insults. In 
fact, based on references in Laius to Leagrus (PAA 602660) and Philonides (PAA 
957480), Storey dates this comedy to the late 390s or early 380s. Thus, we have a prolific 
poet who produced plays likely for three decades. The mythological plays include 
Adonis, Daedalus, Europa, Zeus Treated Badly, Io, Laius, Menelaus, The Long Night, 
Wool-Carders or Cercopes, and Phaon.  
 
21. Archippus  
The Suda says Archippus won his first victory in the 91st Olympiad (415-412), but his 
name does not appear on the Victors Lists.141 Andocides (1.13) identifies an Archippus as 
one accused of profaning the mysteries in 415. This may not be our comic poet, but two 
other names in the list, Arsitomenes and Cephisodorus, also belong to comic poets active 
                                                
139 Storey 2011 Vol. 3, 97 
140 On the problem of classifying Platon to “Old” or to “Middle” comedy, see Rosen 
1995. 




in the late fifth century. Archippus’ Rhinon is likely a play in the style of a demagogue 
comedy about one of the restorers of democracy in 403. Two titles suggest mythological 
plays: Amphitryon and Heracles’ Marriage. Also noteworthy is his Fishes, which in one 
scene depicted the tragic poet Melanthius tied up, a la Hesione, about to be devoured by 
fish (fr. 28).142 
 
22. Lysippus  
The Roman fragmentary victory list dates a victory at an unspecified festival for 
Lysippus in 411/10 or 410/9. Unfortunately, his name is not preserved on the Victors 
Lists for the Dionysia or for the Lenaea. Capps suggested restoring his name above IG II2 
2325.56, which would indicate a date in the 430s, but Olson has suggested instead IG II2 
2325.70, with a date of around 400.143 The Roman fragment also says that only one of his 
plays was extant, and this was the Bacchae, whose title suggests a mythological subject. 
Of the other two preserved titles, only Thyrsus-Keeper suggests a myth.144 
 
23. Theopompus  
Theopompus won two victories at the Lenaea, the first around 410 (IG II2 2325.129), and 
he earned the top prize at the Dionysia for the first time around 400 (IG II2 2325.68). The 
Suda calls him a poet of Old Comedy and a contemporary of Aristophanes (test. 1). 
Based on references to contemporary figures, Storey suggests an end date of about 380 
                                                
142 Eustanthius (On the Iliad p.1201.3) says of this scene, “Archippus is playing with the 
Hesione myth” (παίζων ... εἰϲ τὸν κατὰ τὴν Ἡϲιόνην µῦθον). 
143 Olson 2007, 411 
144 Storey 2011 Vol. 2, 335, suggests this may be an alternative title for Bacchae.  
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for his career. His probable mythological plays are Admetus, Althaea, Aphrodite, 
Theseus, Odysseus, Penelope, Sirens, and Phineus, and possibly Nemea (the title of a 
tragedy by Aeschylus but also the name of a hetaera [Athenaeus 13.587c]) and 
Teisamenus (the son of Orestes but also a popular name in Athens and apparently the 
name of Theopompus’ father [Aelian fr. 99 = test. 2]). 
 
24. Cratinus II 
A younger (νεώτεροϲ) Cratinus is mentioned by several ancient authorities (see frr. 1-5, 
8, 9, 11-14), but his career is difficult to date. He does not appear on the Victors Lists, but 
perhaps we should date him to around 400 based on scanty circumstantial evidence.145 
The famous Cratinus, if he is the father of Cratinus II, seems to have died shortly after his 
last production in 423. In one extant fragment (fr. 10), Cratinus II mocks Plato, who is a 
target of comedians from the late fifth (e.g., Theopompus) to the mid-fourth century (e.g., 
Alexis). Like the elder Cratinus, Cratinus II also seems to have favored mythological 
plots, as half of his extant titles suggest plays of this type: Giants, Omphale, Titans, and 
Chiron. 
 
25. Polyzelus  
Polyzelus’ first of four victories at the Lenaea occurred at the very end of the fifth 
century. Storey argues that the comedy Demos-Tyndareus should be dated to about 410 
because fr. 5 mentions Hyperbolus. Demos-Tyndareus seems to have made some 
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connection between the demos of Athens and the mythological hero Tyndareus, although 
the precise connection is unknown. Three of his other titles indicate his fondness for 
depicting births of the gods (Birth of Aphrodite, Birth of Dionysus, and Birth of the 
Muses), and his last known title, Bath Scene (Νίπτρα), perhaps refers to the scene from 
Odyssey 19 in which Odysseus’ Nurse bathes his feet and recognizes him. Indeed, 
Sophocles wrote a play of the same name, and Aristotle (Poetics 1454b, 1460a) uses this 




Demetrius, we are told (Diogenes Laertius 5.83, 85=test. 1), is a poet of Old Comedy. Fr. 
2, from a play called Sicily, refers to the Spartans’ tearing down the Athenian walls and 
seizing their ships, and therefore we have a play after 404. The only other known title, 
perhaps mythological, is Dionysus’ [ ... . 
 
27. Strattis146  
Athenaeus says that Strattis is a little later than Callais (test. 3), but all other evidence 
suggests a much later date. His Orestes the Mortal (fr. 1) refers to Euripides’ Orestes, 
produced in 408, and his Atalantus is said to have been produced a long time after 
Aristophanes’ Frogs of 405 (Atalantus test. ii). In Atalantus (fr. 3), he refers to Isocrates 
                                                
146 See Orth 2009. 
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and his mistress Lagisce, upon which Storey argues for a career lasting until the 380s.147 
Storey dates the beginning of his career to no earlier than 410 based on the possible 
parodies of Euripidean tragedy (Orestes, Philoctetes, Phoenician Women, Chrysippus, 
Hypsipyle) but comic poets sometimes parodied tragedies even decades after their 
original production. 
 He produced many mythological plays: Orestes the Mortal, Atalantus (or 
Atalanta), Lemnomeda (a play about Lemnian Women and Andromeda?), Medea, 
Myrmidons, Troelus, Philoctetes, Phoenician Women, and Chrysippus. Several of these 
titles overlap with known tragedies (Sophocles’ Troelus, Philoctetes; Euripides’ Medea, 
Chrysippus, Phoenician Women), and Storey suggests that Lemnomeda may take as 
models Euripides’ Andromeda and Hypsipyle (Hypsipyle being the leader of the Lemnian 
Women) and that Orestes the Mortal and Atalantus may depend on Euripides’ Orestes 
and Meleager, respectively. From what we can tell from the fragments, however, his use 
of Euripidean parody is flexible. For example, his Phoenician Women (frr. 47 and 48) 
alludes to Euripides’ play of the same name, but fr. 49 of that play parodies the opening 
lines of Euripides’ Hypsipyle.  
 
28. Cephisodorus  
According to Lysias 21.4, Cephisodorus won a victory in the archonship of Euclides 
(403/2), and his name could perhaps be restored to the Victors List at IG II2 2325.69, 
                                                
147 Storey 2011 Vol. 3, 224-25 
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indicating a first victory at the Dionysia sometime around 400. He wrote an Amazons, 
and Trophonius (a hero with an oracle in Boeotia) is also perhaps mythological. 
 
29. Nicophon  
Nicophon appears on the Victors List (IG II2 2325.67, IG II2 2325.131) near the end, 
possibly the very end, of the fifth century, and he competed against Aristophanes’ Wealth 
in 388. Four titles suggest mythological themes: Adonis (against Wealth), Birth of 
Aphrodite, Pandora, and Sirens. Possibly Back from Hades was mythological. His only 
other play, Hands-to-Mouth, might be about cyclopes. The word ἐγχειρογάϲτορεϲ is 
defined either as “those who feed themselves by manual labor” or as a specific type of 
cyclops (Eustanthius On the Iliad p. 286.21, scholiast to Aelius Aristeides p. 408.25 
Dindorf). If these last two are indeed mythological, all of his known plays would treat 
mythical themes. 
 
30. Apollophanes  
He won a victory at the Dionysia a few years after Nicophon (IG II2 2325C40 Millis-
Olson) and at the Lenaea just after Nicophon (IG II2 2325.132), and therefore he should 
be dated to the early fourth century. Danaë and Centaurs suggest mythological themes, 






31. Philyllius  
This comic poet’s first victory at the Lenaea occurred several years after Nicophon’s, and 
so his career can be dated to the early fourth century. Fr. 8, from Washer-Women or 
Nausicaa, makes fun of Laispodias, and on this basis Storey dates his career and this play 
to the very end of the fifth century.148 The Suda tells us he was a poet of Old comedy 
(test. 1). Thus, we have a poet working around the turn of the century. He wrote several 
mythological plays: Aegeus, Atalanta, Auge, Helen, Heracles, and Washer-Women or 
Nausicaa. His play Antea, which is another name for Stheneboea, suggests a mythical 
subject, but the Suda says explicitly that this was a name of a hetaera (test. 1). 
 
32. Sannyrion 
The Suda (test. 2) says that Sannyrion was a contemporary of Philyllius, and so we can 
date his career to around 400. Fr. 279 makes fun of the tragic actor Hegelochus and his 
infamous mispronunciation during the production of Euripides’ Orestes, thus helping to 
establish a date sometime after 408. Two of the three preserved titles suggest mythical 
subjects: Danaë and Io. 
 
33. Diocles  
Likewise, the Suda identifies Diocles as a contemporary of Philyllius (test. 1), thus 
placing him at the end of the fifth and beginning of the fourth century. Three titles 
suggest mythical themes: Bacchae, Cyclopes, and Thyestes. 
                                                
148 Storey 2011 Vol. 3, 18-19 
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34. Alcaeus  
Alcaeus does not appear on the Victors List, but we are told he competed against 
Aristophanes’ Wealth in 388 (test. 2). His five mythological plays are Ganymede, 
Endymion, Sacred Marriage, Callisto, and Pasiphaë (which competed against Wealth). 
 
35. Nicochares  
Nicochares also competed against Aristophanes’ Wealth in 388, and his name could be 
restored to the Victors List for a first place production at the Lenaea in the early fourth 
century (IG II2 2325.134, with only the first two letters Νι- visible). Most of his titles 
suggest mythological comedies: Agamemnon, Amymone or Pelops,149 Galatea, Heracles’ 
Marriage, Centaur, Cretans, and Lemnian Women. Also noteworthy is his Heracles the 
Producer, perhaps a play that brought Heracles into contemporary Athens to produce a 
drama. 
 
36. Antiphanes  
What we know about Antiphanes reveals the difficulty in dating the careers of comic 
poets from the available evidence. One source says (test. 2) that his first production was 
in the 98th Olympiad (388-384), but his first victory at the Lenaea occurs in the late 360s 
or early 350s (IG II2 2325.146), which would be about twenty-five years into his career. 
At the Lenaea, he won eight victories, and the Suda reports he won thirteen in all (test. 1). 
He was another poet with a remarkable number of productions, and the Suda places his 
                                                
149 The Suda lists Amymone and Pelops as two plays (test. 1), but Meineke suggested 
inserting “or” between the two titles to preserve the (mostly) alphabetical order. 
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total number of plays between 280 and 365, of which 138 titles survive. Thirty-one of 
these are perhaps mythological: Adonis, Athamas, Egyptians, Aeolus, Alcestis, 
Andromeda, Creation [of Man?], Antaeus, Antea, Asclepius, Birth of Aphrodite, 
Bacchae, Busiris, Ganymede, Glaucus, Deucalion, Thamyras, Theogony, Caeneus, 
Carians, Cyclops, Lemnian Women, Melanion, Meleager, Medea, Minos, Oenomaus or 
Pelops, Omphale, Orpheus, Phaon, and Philoctetes. 
 
37. Amphis 
Amphis’ career undoubtedly falls in the early- to mid-fourth century, but we cannot be 
more precise. Pollux associates him with “Middle Comedy” (see Amphis fr. 38), and a 
few times Amphis refers to Plato, who is mentioned in comedies from the late fifth/ early 
fourth century (e.g., Theopompus fr. 16) to the mid fourth century (Alexis frr. 1, 151, 
185, 247; Aristophon’s Plato fr. 8). His mythological plays: Athamas, Alcmaeon, Seven 
Against Thebes, Callisto, Odysseus, Ouranos, and Pan. 
 
38. Araros  
One of the sons of Aristophanes, Araros helped produce at least one of Aristophanes’ 
plays (Wealth II), and he produced two posthumously (Aeolosicon II and Cocalus). 
Araros’ name is restored to the Fasti in 388/7 (IG II2 2318.196). He first produced his 
own comedies sometime between 376-372 (test. 1), and, in addition to the two 
mythological plays of his father (Aeolosicon II and Cocalus), he produced four other 
possibly mythical plays: Adonis, Caeneus, Birth of Pan, and Hymenaeus.  
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39. Anaxandrides  
Anaxandrides won his first of ten victories in 376 (test. 1, 3). According to the Victors 
Lists, three of these occurred at the Lenaea (IG II2 2325.142), and so the other seven must 
be from the Dionysia. His career lasts at least until the early 340s, when he placed fourth 
at the Dionysia of 349 (IG Urb. Rom. 218.8). A number of his plays have mythological 
themes: Anchises, Achilles, Birth of Dionysus, Helen, Erechtheus, Heracles, Theseus, Io, 
Locrian Women, Lycurgus, Nereus, Nereids, Odysseus, Pandarus, Protesilaus, and 
Tereus.  
 
40. Philetaerus  
The Suda identifies him as the son of Aristophanes (test. 1). Philetaerus won a victory at 
the Lenaea just after Anaxandrides, his first of two at that festival (IG II2 2325.143). The 
orator Hyperides (floruit 363-322) is mocked in fr. 2. A number of his titles suggest 
mythological themes: Asclepius, Atalanta, Achilles, Meleager, Oinopion,150 and Tereus. 
 
41. Philippus  
One of three sons of Aristophanes, he won two victories at the Lenaea (IG II2 2325.140), 
and we are told that he competed against Eubulus (test. 3). The only preserved title that 
suggests a myth is Daedalus. 
 
 
                                                




Nicostratus is another son of Aristophanes, and Athenaeus identifies him as poet of 
Middle Comedy (see fr. 20). His career thus falls in the mid-fourth century. His plays 
Hecate and Wealth suggest mythological subjects. 
 
43. Eubulus151  
He won six victories at the Lenaea, the first probably in the late 370s (IG II2 2325.144), 
and the Suda (test. 1) dates him to the 101st Olympiad (376-372). Hunter suggests a 
career of about 380 to about 335.152 He wrote many possibly mythological plays: 
Anculion, Anchises, Amaltheia, Antiope, Auge, Bellerophon, Ganymede, Glaucus, 
Daedalus, Danaë, Deucalion, Dolon, Europa, Ixion, Ion, Cercopes, Spartans or Leda, 
Medea, Muses, Nausicaa, Xouthus, Odysseus or The All-Seers, Oedipus, Oenomaus or 
Pelops, Procris, Prosousia or Cycnus, Semele or Dionysus, Titans, Phoenix, and Graces. 
 
44. Ephippus  
Ephippus won at least one victory at the Lenaea (IG II2 2325.145), between Eubulus and 
Antiphanes, and probably in the late 360s or early 350s. His five possibly mythological 




                                                
151 See Hunter 1983 




Mnesimachus won a single victory in the late 360s or early 350s (IG II2 2325.147), and 
Athenaeus (test. 2) and the Suda (test. 1) call him a comic poet of Middle Comedy. He 
wrote a Alcmeon and Busiris. 
 
46. Euphanes  
He won at least one victory at the Lenaea, at least a few years after Antiphanes (IG II2 
2325.149) and therefore in the 350s. He wrote a Muses. 
 
47. Epicrates  
Athenaeus identifies Epicrates as a poet of Middle Comedy, thus placing him in the mid-
fourth century, and fr. 10 refers to Plato, Plato’s nephew and pupil Speusippus, and 
Menedemus,153 and so his career likely dates to around 350. He wrote an Amazons. 
 
48. Alexis154  
Alexis won at least once at the Dionysia, in 347 (IG II2 2318.278), and two, three, or four 
victories at the Lenaea, probably first in the 350s (IG II2 2325.150). This is a remarkably 
small number of victories for a poet who, according to the Suda, produced an astounding 
245 plays. Nevertheless, this output would be consistent with his long career, as he 
produced plays until around 270. One-hundred thirty-seven titles survive, many of which 
                                                
153 Speusippus replaced Plato as head of the Academy in 347, and Menedemus was a 
potential successor of Speusippus upon his death in 339. 
154 See Arnott 1996. 
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suggest mythological themes: Anculion, Antea, Atlanta, Galatea, Helen, Abduction of 
Helen, Suitors of Helen, Seven Against Thebes, Hesione, Caunians, Cycnus/ Swan, Linos, 
Meropis, Minos, Odysseus Washed, Odysseus Weaving, Orestes, Sciron, and Tyndareus.  
 
49. Heniochus 
The Suda describes him as a poet of Middle Comedy (test. 1), and so his career should be 




The Suda identifies him as a poet of Middle Comedy (test. 1). Of his preserved titles, 
only Tyndareus or Leda suggests a myth. 
 
51. Straton 
Identified as a poet of Middle Comedy by the Suda (test. 1), only one fragment and title 
of his survives, The Son of Phoenix, which is perhaps mythological. 
 
52. Timocles  
Timocles won a victory at the Lenaea shortly before Menander around 320 (IG II2 
2325.158). He wrote a number of mythically-themed plays: Satyr-Citizens, Dionysus, 





One of the most significant comic poets of the end of the fourth century, Philemon (or 
Philemo) won a victory at the Lenaea in the 310s (IG II2 2325.161), just after Menander, 
but the Marmor Parium (FGrH 239 B 7) attests a victory (at the Dionysia) in 328/7. He is 
said to have lived into his nineties (test. 4, 5), and so his career likely extends into the 
third century. Many of his plays seem to have been domestic or situational comedies, but 
his Apollo, Heroes, Myrmidons, and Palamedes suggest mythical subjects. The 
authenticity of his Apollo and Palamedes, however, has been doubted by modern editors. 
 
54. Menander  
The greatest poet of the so-called New Comedy, Menander is known for his domestic 
plays. He produced his first comedy, Anger, in 321 (see test. 49). His first victory at the 
Lenaea occurred likely in 317/6 (IG II2 2325.160), and the Marmor Parium (FGrH 239 B 
14) records an initial victory (presumably at the Dionysia) in 315. Although his career 
occurs well after the height of mythological comedy’s popularity, four of his titles 
suggest possibly mythic themes: Dardanus, Hero, Trophonius, and False Heracles. 
 
55. Apollodorus of Gela  
The Suda says that Apollodorus was a contemporary of Meander (test. 1), and so he is 
probably the Apollodorus on the Victors List at IG II2 2325.162, just two lines after 




56. Lynceus  
The Suda says that Lynceus is a contemporary of Menander. His only known title is 
Centaur. 
 
57. Theophilus  
If his name should be restored to the Didascaliae at 2323a.49, he produced a comedy at 
the Dionysia of 312/11. Two titles suggest a myth: Neoptolemus and Daughters of 
Proteus. 
 
58. Diphilus  
Diphilus is named as one of the prominent poets of New Comedy in the Anonymous On 
Comedy (test. 1). His name appears on the Victors List three lines below Menander (IG 
II2 2325.163), indicating a first of three victories at the Lenaea probably in the late 310s. 
He wrote a number of mythological plays in this golden age of domestic comedy: 
Anagyrus,155 Danaids, Hecate, Heracles, Hero, Theseus, Lemnian Women, Daughter of 
Pelias, and Pyrhha. 
 
59. Posidippus 
The Suda says Posidippus first competed in the comic competition three years after 
Menander’s death, about 291/0. He appears on the Victors List at the Dionysia (IG II2 
                                                
155 This title is preserved in a scholiast to Homer, but an alternative reading of the title is 
Ἀναγρύοϲ, A Man Without Gold (see fr. 11). 
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2325C80 Millis-Olson). His possibly mythological plays are Arsinoë,156 Hermaphroditus, 
Locrian Women, and Myrmex.157 
 
60. Timostratus 
Timostratus appears on the Didascaliae as having competed in 184/3 (2323.291 Millis-
Olson). He wrote a comedy entitled Pan. 
 
61. Alexander 
A comic poet likely of the late second and early first centuries BCE (see test. 1-4), 
Alexander has two possibly mythological dramas: Dionysus and Helen. 
 
Comic poets of unknown date 
62. Anaxilas 
Kassel-Austin place him in the fourth century, but there is no evidence for this. Several of 
his plays are mythological: Glaucus, Calypso, Circe, Nereus, Hyacinthus (or Hyacinthus 
the Pimp), The Graces, and Seasons.158 
 
63. Eriphus 
Kassel-Austin place him in the fourth century, but his career is impossible to date with 
precision. His two mythological titles are Aeolus and Meliboea. 
                                                
156 A mythological figure but also the name of a wife of King Ptolemy Philadelphus. 
157 Perhaps the Athenian hero (cf. Hesychius µ 1904). 
158 Meineke suggested that Anaxilas wrote an Io as well. This suggestion in based upon a 




Euphron (or Euphro) is placed in the third century by Kassel-Austin, but the dates of his 
career are unknown. He wrote an Agora of the Gods and Muses. 
 
65. Euthycles 
Two titles of Euthycles survive, and only Atalanta suggests a mythic theme. Kassel-
Austin date him to the late-fifth and early-fourth century, but this date seems to be based 
on the title Atalanta and assumptions about comedies produced in this time period. 
 
66. Menecrates 
Although Kassel-Austin place Menecrates in the fifth century, his dates are uncertain and 
could be later. One of two surviving titles suggests a myth: Slave Hector.159 
 
67. Menippus 
A comedian of unknown date, his only known title is Cercopes. 
 
68. Ophelion 
Fragment 3 of Ophelion (or Ophelio) mentions a book of Plato, and so his career can 
likely be dated to the fourth century. His mythological plays are Deucalion and Centaur. 
 
                                                
159 The exact meaning of Μανέκτωρ is unclear. A compound of Μάνηϲ and Ἕκτωρ is 
often assumed. Μάνηϲ is sometimes used of a Phrygian slave in comedy, but it is also a 




All but one of Philiscus’ preserved titles suggest mythological subjects: Adonis, <Birth> 
of Artemis and Apollo, Birth of Zeus, Birth of Hermes and Aphrodite, Olympus, and Birth 
of Pan. He thus produced many birth-of-the-gods comedies that were popular around the 
turn of the fourth century,160 but a Philiscus appears on the Victors List in the third 
century (IG II2 2325E90 Millis-Olson). Peppas-Delmousou thought these were the same 
poet,161 but Kassel-Austin and Millis-Olson believe they are different comedians. 
 
70. Theognetus 
Theognetus wrote a Centaur. 
 
71. Xenarchus 
Although he is placed in the fourth century by Kassel-Austin, there is no ancient evidence 
for this date. His Priapus and Scythians are perhaps mythological. 
  
                                                
160 On this criterion, Nesselrath 1990, 229 n. 140, dates him to the late-fifth/ early fourth 
century. Philiscus’ portrait may have been painted by Parrhasius, which, if true, would 
support a date at the end of the fifth century. See Nesselrath 1995, 14. 
161 Peppas-Delmousou 1997, 230-232 
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2. CREATIVITY AND COHERENCE IN MYTHOLOGICAL COMEDY 
The comic poets were obsessed with originality. Hackneyed jokes were criticized, and 
accusations of plagiarism were hurled at many comic poets by their peers. Mythology 
poses an interesting problem for comic poets since the stories must remain recognizable 
without seeming stale. Antiphanes, a comic poet of the mid-fourth century, touches on 
this issue in his drama Poetry when he complains that tragedians, whose plots are based 
on myth, do not have to be original:  
  µακάριον ἐϲτιν ἡ τραγωιδία 
ποίηµα κατὰ πάντ’, εἴ γε πρῶτον οἱ λόγοι   
ὑπὸ τῶν θεατῶν εἰϲιν ἐγνωριϲµένοι,  
πρὶν καί τιν’ εἰπεῖν· ὥϲθ’ ὑποµνῆϲαι µόνον 
δεῖ τὸν ποιητήν. Οἰδίπουν γὰρ † φῶ 
τὰ δ’ ἄλλα πάντ’ ἴϲαϲιν· ὁ πατὴρ Λάιοϲ, 
µήτηρ Ἰοκάϲτη, θυγατέρεϲ, παῖδεϲ τίνεϲ, 
τί πείϲεθ’ οὗτοϲ, τί πεποίηκεν. ἂν πάλιν 
εἴπηι τιϲ Ἀλκµέωνα, καὶ τὰ παιδία 
πάντ’ εὐθὺϲ εἴρηχ’, ὅτι µανεὶϲ ἀπέκτονε 
τὴν µητέρ’, ἀγανακτῶν δ’ Ἄδραϲτοϲ εὐθέωϲ 
ἥξει πάλιν τ’ ἄπειϲι ‒ × ‒ ⏑ ‒ 
⟨ἔπει⟩θ’ ὅταν µηθὲν δύνωτ’ εἰπεῖν ἔτι, 
κοµιδῆι δ’ ἀπειρήκωϲιν ἐν τοῖϲ δράµαϲιν, 
αἴρουϲιν ὥϲπερ δάκτυλον τὴν µηχανήν, 
καὶ τοῖϲ θεωµένοιϲιν ἀποχρώντωϲ ἔχει. 
ἡµῖν δὲ ταῦτ’ οὐκ ἔϲτιν, ἀλλὰ πάντα δεῖ 
εὑρεῖν, ὀνόµατα καινά, ‒ × ‒ ⏑ ‒ 
× ‒ ⏑ ‒ κἄπειτα τὰ † διωικηµένα 
πρότερον, τὰ νῦν παρόντα, τὴν καταϲτρφήν, 
τὴν εἰϲβολήν. ἂν ἕν τι τούτων παραλίπηι 
Χρέµηϲ τιϲ ἢ Φείδων τιϲ, ἐκϲυρίττεται· 
Πηλεῖ δὲ πάντα ἔξεϲτι καὶ Τεύκρωι ποιεῖν 
 
Tragedy is a more fortunate poetic form in every way, given that, first of all, the 
plots are recognized by the spectators before they even say anything, so that the 
poet must only remind them. For † I say † “Oedipus,” and they know everything 
else. Father: Laius; mother: Iocasta; some daughters and sons; what he will 
undergo and what he has done. And again, someone could say “Alcmeon,” and 
immediately he has named all his children and said that he went insane and killed 
his mother. Adrastus will get angry, return right away, and leave again. … Then 
whenever there’s nothing left to say and they’ve declared it all in their dramas, 
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they raise up the machine like a finger,162 and this is sufficient for the audience. 
For us [sc. comic poets], it’s not like this, but everything must be invented: new 
names … and then what † has happened † previously, what’s the current situation, 
the conclusion, and the introduction. Should some Chremes or Pheidon leave any 
of this out, he is hissed, but Peleus and Teucer can do anything 
       fr. 189 
 
This defense of comedy, perhaps appearing in a debate about the relative merits of 
tragedy and comedy, is not entirely sound.163 “The obvious response to the arguments put 
forward here is that the very familiarity of the material with which tragic poets worked 
demanded greater ingenuity to make the story interesting.”164 Moreover, Antiphanes 
himself was a prolific composer of mythological comedies, and this fragment reflects the 
anxiety of the poet, either tragedian or comedian, about treating old stories in new ways. 
Indeed, the criticism expressed here is not about the failure to tell true stories (a common 
criticism in epic, lyric, and historiography) but merely unoriginal ones.  
 The comic poets, even in the fifth century, seem to have been concerned about the 
originality of their tales as they produced some of the most outlandish treatments of well-
known myths. In an often cited passage, Aristotle claims that in comedy even the bitterest 
enemies, such as Orestes and Aegisthus, end up as friends (οἳ ἂν ἔχθιϲτοι ὦϲιν ἐν τῶι 
µύθωι, οἵον Ὀρέϲτηϲ καὶ Αἴγιϲθοϲ, φίλοι γενόµενοι ἐπὶ τελευτῆϲ ἐξέρχονται, Poetics 
1453a). This shocking claim suggests that comic poets could treat myths in whatever way 
they pleased, even contradicting well-established stories. In this chapter, however, we 
will test the implications of Aristotle’s observation against Cratinus’ Dionysalexandros 
                                                
162 Olson 2007, 174: “a reference to the gesture used by a competitor in a boxing or 
pankration match to signal that he had been defeated and did not wish to continue.” 
163 To be sure, it is likely not meant to be an unimpeachable defense of comedy. See the 
excellent discussion of Konstantakos 2003-2004 and 2000, ad loc. 
164 Olson 2007, 172-73  
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and Epicharmus’ Odysseus the Deserter, two comedies which feature radical deviations 
from epic mythology. Both of these dramas have been called counterfactual because of 
their novel treatments, 165 but these comedies, I argue, are best understood not as 
counterfactual but as coherent: despite the creative treatment of myth in the middle of the 
play, the plot begins and ends with a well-known mythological event. In establishing a 
creative distance from other literary accounts, the poets establish their treatments as rivals 
to other genres, and in establishing coherence with subsequent mythological events, the 
comic poets establish these treatments as authoritative. Indeed, Cratinus’ treatment of the 
Judgment of Paris influences the mythological tradition, since he has, I will suggest, 
invented the canonical bribes of Hera and of Athena. 
 
MYTHOLOGICAL COHERENCE IN GREEK DRAMA 
The concept of counterfactuality is commonly applied to a genre of fiction known as 
alternative history or alternative reality. This type of fiction typically starts with a 
historical event but then imagines what could have happened under different 
circumstances. For example, many alternative history novels imagine a world in which 
the Nazis defeated the Allies in World War II. In a slight twist on this idea and this genre, 
Philip Roth’s The Plot Against America imagines that Nazis have come to power in 
Germany in the 1930s but, instead of President Franklin Roosevelt winning reelection in 
1940, a Nazi-sympathizer (in Roth’s story, Charles Lindbergh) wins the White House. 
                                                
165 Wright 2007 on Dionysalexandros and Revermann 2013, 106-10, on Odysseus the 
Deserter. Wright 2005, 56-157, argues that Euripides’ Helen and Iphigenia among the 
Taurians are also counterfactual treatments of myth. 
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The United States not only stays out of the war but anti-Semitism sweeps the nation. A 
string of remarkable events (President Lindbergh goes missing, the Nazis blame his 
disappearance on a Jewish conspiracy, and the new President of the United States begins 
arresting Jewish citizens) leads to FDR’s winning back the presidency in 1944. At this 
point, the historical fiction begins to realign with historical fact as a Japanese attack on 
Pearl Harbor draws America into the war. 
 Roth’s novel thus has a Euripidean deus ex machina ending, and Greek drama 
features plots such as this. The poets begin with known mythical events, they innovate to 
various degrees in the middle, but their endings do not completely subvert subsequent 
events. Aristotle seems to express this standard vaguely when he claims that a poet 
cannot unravel (λύειν) traditional stories but that he should nevertheless try to be 
inventive (τοὺϲ µὲν οὖν παρειληµµένουϲ µύθουϲ λύειν οὐκ ἔϲτιν ... αὐτὸν δὲ εὑρίϲκειν 
δεῖ καὶ τοῖϲ παραδεδοµένοιϲ χρῆϲθαι καλῶϲ, Poetics 1453b). Sommerstein, in a brief 
study of tragic inventiveness, expresses the standard more clearly: “Within very wide 
limits, poets, and particularly dramatists, treat myth as they please: almost the only 
constraint is that the dénouement of a play must not be radically incompatible with the 
well-known course of subsequent events.”166 This descriptive guideline for tragic myth-
making can explain every extant Greek tragedy, including the radical mythological 
treatments found in Euripides’ Helen and Iphigenia among the Taurians. Although 
Wright labels the Helen counterfactual because Paris abducts a shade of Helen instead of 
Helen herself, the play merely creates a different scenario for the start of the Trojan War 
                                                
166 Sommerstein 2010a, 212 (emphasis original). On tragic license, see also Burian 1997 
and March 1987. 
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and Helen’s subsequent return to Greece. Indeed, tragedians frequently created 
excitement and dramatic tension by including both subtle changes as well as radical 
alterations to myths. That Euripides does this in Helen and Iphigenia among the Taurians 
is not unique or surprising; rather what is unexpected is that Euripides’ characters bring 
the novel treatment of these myths to the audience’s attention.167 
 Even the most radical changes, those that initially give the impression that the 
poet’s plot is incompatible with the subsequent events of myth, can be corrected with a 
deus ex machina. One such example is Euripides’ Orestes. In this play, Orestes, Pylades, 
and Electra have killed Helen, hold her daughter Hermione hostage, and threaten to burn 
the palace down until Apollo arrives to right the mayhem. The god essentially negates the 
action of the entire drama, including the death of Helen, and this deus ex machina 
realigns Euripides’ radical treatment of the myth so that it coheres with later mythical 
events. Euripides is usually credited with being the most innovative and avant-garde 
tragedian, but Sophocles’ Philoctetes features a plot with a similar style. Sophocles’ 
tragedy nearly ends with Philoctetes’ refusal to go to Troy with the Greeks (a 
mythological necessity for the fall of Troy), but Heracles arrives ex machina and orders 
him to go. Philoctetes acquiesces, and the tragedy realigns with the traditional tales.  
 This same principle of coherence, I argue, can be seen at work in Cratinus’ 
Dionysalexandros and Epicharmus’ Odysseus the Deserter. Both of these plays feature 
innovative plots that seem incompatible with some of the basic facts about the Trojan 
                                                
167 See Torrance 2010. Wright 2005 emphasizes this aspect of these plays as well. 
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War, but, in the end, the comic poets ensure that their treatments cohere with subsequent 
mythological events. 
 
THE ORIGINS OF THE TROJAN WAR IN CRATINUS’ DIONYSALEXANDROS 
Cratinus’ Dionysalexandros cleverly plays with the mythological tradition and invents a 
new origin story for the Trojan War. The drama depicts the Beauty Contest and the 
Abduction of Helen, but, as the title of the comedy suggests, the god Dionysus, rather 
than Alexander (or Paris), serves as judge of the contest and abducts Helen. This is a 
radical innovation, one that Wright calls counterfactual,168 but even in this atypical 
treatment of the myth, the comic poet composed an ending so that his version would 
cohere with the well-known events of mythology. Specifically, although Paris is 
seemingly absolved from guilt for causing the war, he still voluntarily marries Helen at 
the end of the play, and this action triggers the Trojan War. 
 A few fragments of the Dionysalexandros survive, none of which reveal 
significant details about the plot, but a preserved portion of a hypothesis sheds light on 
the action: 
   ]  ̣
   ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣]ζητ( ) 
   ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣]παν 
   ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣]α̣υτον µη 
5   ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣ κ]ρ̣ίϲιν ὁ Ἑρµ(ῆϲ) 
 ἀπέρχ]εται κ(αὶ) οὗτοι 
 µ(ὲν) πρ(ὸϲ) τοὺϲ θεατάϲ 
 τινα π(ερὶ) ὑῶν ποιή(ϲεωϲ)169 
                                                
168 Wright 2007, 417 
169 The reading here is disputed. The papyrus reads πυωνποιη, which has been 
interpreted as π(ερὶ) ὑῶν ποιη(τῶν): “on the adoption of sons” (see Rutherford 1904) 
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 διαλέγονται κ(αὶ) 
10 παραφανέντα τὸν 
 Διόνυϲον ἐπιϲκώ(πτουϲι) (καὶ) 
 χλευάζου(ϲιν)· ὁ δ(ὲ) πα- 
 ραγενοµένων170 αὐτῶι 
 παρὰ µ(ὲν) Ἥρ̣̣α̣[ϲ] Τυραννίδο(ϲ) 
15 ἀκινήτου, πα[ρ]ὰ δ’ Ἀθηνᾶϲ 
 Εὐψυχί(αϲ)171 κ(α)τ(ὰ) πόλεµο(ν), τῆϲ  
 δ’ Ἀφροδί(τηϲ) κάλλιϲτό(ν) τε κ(αὶ) 
 ἐπέραϲτον αὐτὸν ὑπάρ- 
 χειν, κρίνει ταύτην νικᾶν. 
20 µ(ε)τ(ὰ) δ(ὲ) ταῦ(τα) πλεύϲαϲ εἰϲ 
 Λακεδαίµο(να) (καὶ) τὴν Ἑλένην 
 ἐξαγαγὼν ἐπανέρχετ(αι) 
 εἰϲ τὴν Ἴδην. ἀκού(ει) δ(ὲ) µε- 
 τ’ ὀλίγον τοὺϲ Ἀχαιοὺϲ πυρ- 
25 πολ]εῖν τὴν χώ(ραν) (καὶ) [ζητεῖν 
29 τὸν Ἀλέξαν[δ(ρον) ̣ τὴν µ(ὲν) οὖν Ἑλένη(ν) 
30 εἰϲ τάλαρον ὡϲ τ̣ά̣[χιϲτα 
 κρύψαϲ, ἑαυτὸν δ’ εἰϲ κριὸ[ν 
 µ(ε)τ(α)ϲκευάϲαϲ ὑποµένει 
 τὸ µέλλον. παραγενό- 
 µενοϲ δ’ Ἀλέξανδ(ροϲ) κ(αὶ) φωρά- 
35 ϲαϲ ἑκάτερο(ν) ἄγειν ἐπὶ τὰϲ 
 ναῦϲ πρ(οϲ)τάττει ὡϲ παραδώϲων 
 τοῖϲ Ἀχαιοῖ(ϲ). ὀκνούϲηϲ δ(ὲ) τῆϲ 
 Ἑλένη(ϲ) ταύτην µ(ὲν) οἰκτείραϲ 
 ὡϲ γυναῖχ’ ἕξων ἐπικατέχ(ει), 
40 τὸν δ(ὲ) Διόνυ(ϲον) ὡϲ παραδοθη- 
 ϲόµενο(ν) ἀποϲτέλλει, ϲυν- 
 ακολουθ(οῦσι) δ’ οἱ ϲάτυ(ροι) παρακαλοῦν- 
 τέϲ τε κ(αὶ) οὐκ ἂν προδώϲειν 
 αὐτὸν φάϲκοντεϲ. κωµωι- 
45 δεῖται δ’ ἐν τῶι δράµατι Πε- 
 ρικλῆϲ µάλα πιθανῶϲ δι’ 
 ἐµφάϲεωϲ ὡϲ ἐπαγηοχὼϲ 
 τοῖϲ Ἀθηναίοιϲ τὸν πόλεµον. 
                                                                                                                                            
and “on the bearing of sons” (see Handley). Koerte 1904 emended to π(ερὶ) τῶν 
ποιη(τῶν). 
170 Blass 1906 proposed a lacuna here and supplied the meaning: “And the goddesses 
came <with Hermes and offered gifts> to him of permanent tyranny from Hera ... .” The 
lacuna is accepted by Luppe 1966 and K-A. I follow Bakola 2010, 322-3, who rejects the 
proposed lacuna, but problems still remain. The textual issues of the hypothesis will be 
discussed below. 
171 The papyrus reads ευφυκι, which was read εὐτυχί(αϲ) in the editio princeps. Kassel-







j]udgment, Hermes leaves and they [the chorus?] say something to the audience 
about the begetting of sons, and they mock and scoff at Dionysus when he shows 
up. And he, after immovable Tyranny from Hera, Bravery in war from Athena, and 
Aphrodite arrived, she (promised) to make him very beautiful and lovely, he judges 
Aphrodite the winner. After this, he sails to Sparta, leads Helen away, and goes up 
to Ida. After a little while, he hears that the Greeks are sacking the countryside and 
are looking for Alexander. He hides Helen in a basket as quickly as possible, 
changes himself into a ram, and waits for developments. Alexander arrives and, 
after he tracks them down, arranges for them to be led to the ships to be handed 
over to the Greeks. When Helen hesitates, he pities her and takes her as his wife, 
but he sends Dionysus away to be given up. The satyrs follow and comfort him and 
deny that they will betray him. In the drama, Pericles is mocked very persuasively 
through emphasis172 for bringing the war upon the Athenians. 
 
This hypothesis preserves fascinating information about the play: it had a chorus of 
satyrs,173 it had a metatheatrical parabasis or parodos,174 and it included an attack on 
Pericles.175 This criticism of Pericles’ belligerent actions suggests a production date of 
                                                
172 Quintilian (9.2.65) defines emphasis: in quo per quandam suspicionem quod non 
dicimus accipi volumus, non utique contrarium ut in εἰρωνείαι , sed aliud latens et 
auditori quasi inveniendum (“[sc. a figure of speech] in which we wish what we do not 
say to be understood through some suggestion (suspicionem). [The true meaning is] by no 
means contrary, as with irony, but hiding something, as if to be discovered by the 
listener”). 
173 Although a satyr chorus is rare in comedy, it is not unparalleled. See Storey 2000. On 
the intergeneric play, see Shaw 2014, 90-93; Bakola 2010, 82-102, and 2005; Dobrov 
2007. 
174 The claim that someone says something to the audience suggests the 
Dionysalexandros included a metatheatrical parabasis, but Storey 2006a, 110-3, argues 
the address to the audience could have occurred in the parodos. Although Bakola argues 
for metatheatrical paradoi in several of Cratinus’ comedies (see Bakola 2010, 47-49, 49-
55, 237-38), she believes these comments “to the audience” appeared in the play’s 
parabasis. 
175 The exact nature of the attack is debated. See below.  
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430 or 429, between the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War and Pericles’ death.176 The 
Dionysalexandros is, then, one of the earliest works of art to use a myth about the Trojan 
War to comment upon and understand the ongoing Peloponnesian War.177 
 Although a description of the beginning of the comedy does not survive,178 this 
hypothesis provides a summary of most of the action of the play, and it is therefore the 
best evidence for the plot of any mythological comedy save Plautus’ Amphitruo. In 
creating his comedy, Cratinus has likely drawn on Homeric and Cyclic epic, and, if 
Cratinus knew the Sicilian poet Stesichorus’ work, he seems to have drawn on his 
treatment of the myth as well. Thus, previous variants of the myth, Cratinus’ attack on 
Pericles, and the poet’s own ingenuity have shaped this radical reinterpretation of the 
Trojan War’s origins. 
 
The Judgment of Dionysalexandros and the Politics of the Play 
Athenian comic poets frequently drew connections between myth and their own society, 
and in this regard, the myth of the Judgment of Paris likely appealed to Cratinus for many 
reasons. Comparisons could be made between the beauty contest and the dramatic 
competitions of the Dionysia, and Cratinus could have emphasized the pandering and 
                                                
176 “The war” refers to the Peloponnesian War. Although Storey 2006a, 114, suggests that 
the play belongs to the early 430s because the Samian War is meant, Henderson 2012, 2, 
rightly rejects Storey’s hypothesis because the phrase “brought upon the Athenians” 
points to the Peloponnesian rather than Samian War.  
177 Wright 2007 
178 Storey 2006a argues that the events summarized in the extant portion would be 
enough for a comedy, and so there may not have been much action before the events 
described. Bakola 2010, 97-101, argues that at least twenty-two lines, or about one-third 
of the hypothesis, are missing, and that this missing section summarized the prologue, the 
parodos, and the agon. 
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bribing that politicians sometimes do to win the favor of a democratic assembly.179 
Unfortunately, however, the extant fragments of the play do not reveal whether Cratinus 
did, in fact, draw attention to these parallels, but we are told in the last lines of the 
hypothesis that Cratinus mocked Pericles in the drama. Scholars have noted that the 
Judgment likely contained criticism of the Athenian statesman, especially since the 
goddesses’ gift would tempt not only Paris but Pericles as well.180 But it is not a mere 
coincidence that the gifts suit Pericles so well. Although the Dionysalexandros is the first 
preserved witness to each goddess offering a bribe, it has been assumed that Cratinus has 
taken this part of the myth from another source, especially since this version becomes the 
canonical one. 181  I will argue that Cratinus has invented these bribes for his 
Dionysalexandros in order to suit the conventions of comedy and, especially, to attack 
the powerful politician Pericles. 
  In archaic epic, Aphrodite alone offers a bribe to win over Paris. Homer (Iliad 
24.25-30) tells us that Hera, Poseidon, and Athena were angry at the people of Troy 
because Paris honored a goddess, presumably Aphrodite, who offered him grievous lust 
(ἡ οἱ πόρε µαχλοσύνην ἀλεγεινήν).182 It is unclear whether this means Aphrodite 
offered to give Paris whomever he desired (i.e., Helen) or to make Paris himself 
desirable. The Cypria seems to have included more details about the Judgment, but, 
                                                
179 Cf., for example, the myth depicted on the West pediment of the Parthenon: Athena 
and Poseidon offer the Athenians gifts to become the city’s patron deity.  
180 See especially Schwarze 1971, 6-21, and recently Bakola 2010, 183-88. 
181 Gantz 1993, 570-71 
182 As early as the Hellenistic period, scholars questioned the authenticity of this passage 




according to Proclus’ summary (10-11), here again only Aphrodite offered a bribe, in this 
case, marriage to Helen. Thus in extant archaic poetry, we hear of no bribe offered by 
Hera or Athena.  
 Other works that possibly included three bribes before Cratinus, and thus could be 
potential models, include vase-paintings and Sophocles’ lost satyr drama Judgment 
(Krisis). Sophocles’ drama does have important similarities with Cratinus’ comedy; most 
notably, they both feature a chorus of satyrs. Nevertheless, there are also significant 
differences in the treatments of the myth, and the date of production of this satyr drama is 
unknown (and so Cratinus could have influenced Sophocles). Athenaeus provides some 
interesting details about the Judgment: 
Ϲοφοκλῆϲ δ’ ὁ ποιητὴϲ ἐν Κρίϲει τῶι δράµατι τὴν µὲν Ἀφροδίτην Ἡδονήν 
τινα οὖϲαν δαίµονα µύρωι τε ἀλειφοµένην παράγει καὶ κατοπτριζοµένην, 
τὴν δὲ Ἀθηνᾶν Φρόνηϲιν οὖϲαν καὶ Νοῦν, ἔτι δ’ Ἀρετήν, ἐλαίωι χριοµένην καὶ 
γυµναζοµένην. 
 
Sophocles the poet, in his drama Judgment, depicts Aphrodite as a goddess 
Pleasure, being anointed with oil and looking in a mirror, and Athena as Wisdom 
and Intelligence, and Virtue, rubbing olive oil on herself and exercising. 
       Athenaeus 15.687c 
 
The Judgment plays up the beauty pageant, as the goddesses primp and preen, and the 
Dionysalexandros could have included a similar scene. Hera is noticeably absent from 
this description of Sophocles’ Judgment, and it is unclear whether this omission is 
intentional. Athenaeus interprets the Judgment as presenting an allegorical choice 
between two different lifestyles, one represented by Athena and the other Aphrodite.183 
                                                
183 Stinton 1965, 8-10, argues that the Judgment of Paris was always thought of as both a 
beauty contest and an allegorical choice of lifestyles, whereas Harrison 1903, 292-301, 
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Athenaeus’ interpretation of the myth of the Judgment is made explicit in another 
passage: 
ἐγὼ δέ φηµι καὶ τὴν τοῦ Πάριδοϲ κρίϲιν ὑπὸ τῶν παλαιοτέρων πεποιῆϲθαι 
ἡδονῆϲ πρὸϲ ἀρετὴν οὖϲαν ϲύγκριϲιν· προκιθείϲηϲ γοῦν τῆϲ Ἀφροδίτηϲ, 
αὗτη δ’ ἐϲτὶν ἡ ἡδονή, πάντα ϲυνεταράχθη. καί µοι δοκεῖ ὁ καλὸϲ ἡµῶν 
Ξενοφῶν τὸν περὶ τὸν Ἡρακλέα καὶ τὴν Ἀρετὴν µῦθον ἐντεῦθεν πεπλακέναι. 
 
I say that even the Judgment of Paris was made by the ancients as a comparison of 
pleasure to virtue. When Aphrodite, who herself is pleasure, was preferred, 
everything was confounded. And I think that our good Xenophon has made from 
this the story about Heracles and Virtue. 
         12.510c 
 
Here again, there are only two choices, and so, if she does appear in the drama, Hera may 
be superfluous to Athenaeus’ allegorical interpretation of the play, or she may simply 
appear in a different scene of the Judgment to follow the three-actor rule.184 
 Archaic visual representations, if Cratinus had access to them, are another 
possible influence.185 Some of these depictions depict three undifferentiated goddesses, 
but others depict the goddesses with animals in order to identify them. The earliest 
depiction is on a seventh-century ivory comb from Sparta, which shows Paris seated and 
Hera holding a cuckoo and Aphrodite with a goose. Athena does not hold anything, but 
she is identified by her helmet. Hera’s cuckoo and Aphrodite’s goose, therefore, seem to 
be identifying attributes rather than gifts.186 These attributes are a necessary addition 
since there is some disagreement about which three goddesses participated in the contest. 
For example, on a black-figure lekythos (c. 490-475), Aphrodite, (probably) Hera, and 
                                                                                                                                            
argues that the allegorical contest existed first and was later “vulgarized” into a beauty 
contest.  
184 Cf. Scheurer and Bielfeldt 1999, 361.  
185 See Gantz 1993, 567-570. 
186 Protocorinthian Chigi Olpe, c. 640, Athens 16368 
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Artemis, not Athena, hold a hare, a lion, and a doe, respectively.187 Since Artemis takes 
part in the contest instead of Athena, an attribute is required to identify the participants. 
Nevertheless, these goddess sometimes look as if they are all offering gifts, and possibly 
the goddesses’ attributes on the visual depictions were interpreted as gifts.188 
 Thus far, we have encountered many potential influences for Cratinus’ treatment 
of the Judgment, including Homeric epic, the Cypria, archaic vase-painting, and possibly 
Sophocles Judgment, which may actually postdate the Dionysalexandros. None of these, 
however, clearly depicted all three goddesses offering gifts, although a 
(mis)interpretation of vase-paintings may have created this version. 
  If Cratinus himself did not invent the version in which each goddess offers a 
bribe, he at least uses this version to give him more flexibility in his treatment of the 
myth. Specifically he uses the bribes as onstage proxies for the goddesses Athena and 
Hera. Greek comedians tended to refrain from mocking these two goddesses onstage 
(although this was not a prescriptive rule). References to both goddesses are extremely 
few in comedy, and when references do occur, the goddesses are not subjected to the 
same bawdy humor as, for example, Aphrodite and Dionysus.189  Hera, in fact, does not 
seem to have been a character even in tragedy, but she does appear on a few humorous 
                                                
187 Tübingen University S.10.1294. This scene represents Paris as reluctant to participate, 
as he is led out of a cave by Silenus. 
188 In the case of the comb and this vase, Gantz 1993, 568, suggests that the animals are 
attributes used by the artist to identify the goddesses rather than symbolic gifts, while 
Bakola 2010, 288, acknowledges both possibilities. 




vase-paintings,190 including one depicting the Judgment. There, she is grotesque and 
wears a veil.191 Athena appears in several tragedies (e.g., in Aeschylus’ Eumenides, 
Sophocles’ Ajax, and Euripides’ Trojan Women), and she may have appeared onstage in 
Hermippus’ Birth of Athena. The title does suggest an appearance, but the plot could have 
been similar to Plautus’ Amphitruo, in which the conception and birth of Heracles is 
described but the hero does not appear onstage himself. If Athena did appear in 
Hermippus’ comedy, she need not have been mocked.  
 As Bakola has ingeniously argued in an attempt to fix a textual crux, the text of 
the hypothesis suggests Tyranny and Bravery stand in for Hera and Athena, 
respectively.192 The text as it stands reads: 
 ὁ δ(ὲ) πα- 
 ραγενοµένων αὐτῶι 
 παρὰ µ(ὲν) Ἥρ̣̣α̣[ϲ] Tυραννίδο(ϲ) 
 ἀκινήτου, πα[ρ]ὰ δ’ Ἀθηνᾶϲ 
 Eὐψυχί(αϲ) κ(α)τ(ὰ) πόλεµο(ν), τῆϲ  
 δ’ Ἀφροδί(τηϲ) κάλλιϲτό(ν) τε κ(αὶ) 
 ἐπέραϲτον αὐτὸν ὑπάρ- 
 χειν, κρίνει ταύτην νικᾶν. 
  
And he (sc. Dionysus), after permanent Tyranny from Hera, Bravery in war from 
Athena, and Aphrodite came to him, she (promised) him to become very beautiful 
and lovely, he judges Aphrodite the winner.193 
 
Bakola’s interpretation of the passage is attractive, although her exact reading of the text 
does not completely resolve the issues presented by the phrase παραγενοµένων αὐτῶι 
παρὰ µὲν Ἥραϲ Tυραννίδοϲ ἀκινήτου, παρὰ δ’ Ἀθηνᾶϲ Eὐψυχίαϲ κατὰ πόλεµον, 
τῆϲ δ’ Ἀφροδίτηϲ κάλλιϲτόν τε καὶ ἐπέραϲτον αὐτὸν ὑπάρχειν. Clearly we have a 
                                                
190 See Walsh 2009. 
191 Boeotian Kabeiric black-figure skyphos, Boston, Museum of Fine Arts 99.533 
192 Bakola 2010, 285-94. This revives an idea suggested by Ebert 1978. 
193 The translation is meant to be literal in order to reflect the awkwardness of the Greek. 
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genitive absolute, but there is a violent change of construction starting with the third 
element (τῆϲ δ’ Ἀφροδίτηϲ) and the resulting syntax is ungrammatical. If we follow 
Bakola and read the text as it stands, the subjects of the participle παραγενοµένων are 
Tυραννίδοϲ, Eὐψυχίαϲ, and Ἀφροδίτηϲ. The Greek does not distinguish between lower 
case and capital letters, and so the gifts could be denoted “tyranny and bravery” or 
“Tyranny and Bravery.” On this reading, Tyranny from Hera, Bravery from Athena, and 
Aphrodite herself have come to Dionysus (αὐτῶι). This reading, however, still presents a 
problem because we must understand some verb of giving agreeing with Aphrodite: 
“Aphrodite arrived (sc. promising) that he will become very beautiful and lovely.”  
 To correct this change in syntax, different solutions have been offered, although 
none is completely satisfactory. Blass proposed a lacuna, which is accepted by Kassel-
Austin, and understands a supplement such as: 
παραγενοµένων <τῶν θεῶν µεθ’ Ἑρµοῦ καὶ διδοµένων> αὐτῶι παρὰ µὲν 
Ἥραϲ Tυραννίδοϲ ἀκινήτου, παρὰ δ’ Ἀθηνᾶϲ Eὐψυχίαϲ κατὰ πόλεµον, τῆϲ δ’ 
Ἀφροδίτηϲ κάλλιϲτόν τε καὶ ἐπέραϲτον αὐτὸν ὑπάρχειν 
 
This is an extreme solution that does not completely solve the problem of the change in 
syntax beginning with τῆϲ δ’ Ἀφροδίτηϲ. Körte and Blass suggested emending the 
participle παραγενοµένων to παραγγελλοµένων.194 Thus, Tυραννίδοϲ, Eὐψυχίαϲ, 
and Ἀφροδίτηϲ would remain the subject of the genitive absolute, but the emended 
participle can better account for the infinitive ὑπάρχειν. On this reading, however, we 
must understand a shift in voice of the verb from passive, with Tυραννίδοϲ and 
Eὐψυχίαϲ, to active, with Ἀφροδίτηϲ.  
                                                
194 Körte 1904, 484; Blass 1906 
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 Although there is no obvious and definitive solution, the text does indicate that the 
treatment of Aphrodite in the comedy differed from the treatment of Athena and Hera. 
The gifts from these two goddesses are described in a parallel construction: παρὰ µὲν 
Ἥραϲ Tυραννίδοϲ ἀκινήτου, παρὰ δ’ Ἀθηνᾶϲ Eὐψυχίαϲ κατὰ πόλεµον. The 
grammar then shifts with τῆϲ δ’ Ἀφροδίτηϲ: the preposition παρὰ is not used and a 
definite article accompanies the name Aphrodite. If the treatment of Aphrodite were the 
same in the comedy, there would be no reason to alter the grammatical construction. The 
hypothesis could read something like παρὰ δ’ Ἀφροδίτηϲ Κάλλουϲ. Therefore, 
although Bakola’s interpretation of the text is still problematic, I believe that she is 
correct in arguing that Hera and Athena are represented onstage by the proxies Tyranny 
and Bravery, respectively, and that Aphrodite appears onstage herself.  
 The presentation of personified gifts, rather than the goddesses themselves, would 
afford the poet different opportunities in depicting them onstage. As noted above, Hera 
and Athena are not the targets of crude humor in other comedies. Presumably, the 
goddesses could have been brought onstage and treated decorously. Vase-paintings 
indicate that serious characters, wearing tragic costumes, and humorous characters, 
wearing comic apparel, appear in the same drama.195 Cratinus, nevertheless, chose a 
different route by representing the gods by proxy. The gifts, more innocently than the 
goddesses Hera and Athena, could be brought onstage nude and extensively mocked, 
much like Peace, Cornucopia, and Holiday in Aristophanes’ Peace. As for the contest 
itself, the gifts could have either been brought onstage one-by-one as speaking characters 
                                                
195 See for example the Choregoi vase, where a tragic Aegisthus seems to have stumbled 
into a comic production. Taplin 1993, 55-63 
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and modeled by Hermes, or if they were onstage all at the same time as mute characters, 
they could be explicitly compared. 
 If I am correct that Cratinus has invented the bribes from Hera and Aphrodite in 
order to broaden the humorous potential of his treatment, Cratinus’ choice of gifts 
becomes extremely significant because it provides insight into how a comic poet might 
reconstruct an inherited narrative for his comedy. Why Immovable Tyranny from Hera, 
Bravery in War from Athena, and Beauty from Aphrodite? These gifts work on many 
levels and serve multiple purposes for Cratinus’ mythological comedy. Most 
significantly, they suit the goddesses’ realms of power. Tyranny is an appropriate bribe 
from the queen of the Olympians, as is Bravery from the goddess of war, and Aphrodite’s 
offer suits her function as the goddess of Love. Further justification for these gifts is 
found in the mythological scenario already depicted by Cratinus. Athena’s gift of Bravery 
not only suits the goddess but would no doubt tempt the judge, especially since Dionysus 
is depicted as a coward.196  
 As for Aphrodite’s and Hera’s gifts, other, non-mythological considerations may 
have also influenced Cratinus’ choices. Aphrodite’s gift of Beauty differs slightly from 
the account in the Cypria, where Aphrodite promises marriage to Helen. Nevertheless, 
the outcome is the same, and Cratinus’ version may be found in Homer (Iliad 24.30). 
Cratinus may have followed this Homeric variant because it is well-suited for the 
conventions of comedy: it would be humorous for the goddess to offer beauty to 
Dionysus sporting a grotesque mask and padded actor’s costume. Hera’s gift, the gift of 
                                                
196 See below. 
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Tyranny, is somewhat difficult to account for in the mythological framework. It would 
not suit Dionysus especially well since he is a god and would have little use for this 
political power. It is perhaps appropriate for Paris, either because Hector, not Paris, is the 
heir apparent of Troy or because he is depicted as a lowly rustic in the comedy. As other 
scholars have pointed out, however, the promise of Tyranny is very apt for Pericles, 
whom the hypothesis suggests was mocked in the comedy.  
 Tyranny was the buzzword for criticism of Pericles, especially in comedies 
produced around the decade of the 430s.197 The comic poets often accused Pericles of 
tyrannical aspirations and even assimilated Pericles’ power to that of Zeus.198 Cratinus 
(fr. 258 from Chirons) explicitly calls Pericles a tyrant when he mocks Pericles’ funny-
shaped head with a play on one of Zeus’ Homeric epithets, “cloud-gatherer” 
(νεφεληγερέτα):  
 Ϲτάϲιϲ δὲ καὶ πρεϲβυγενὴϲ 
 Χρόνοϲ ἀλλήλοιϲι µιγέντε 
 µέγιϲτον τίκτετον τύραννον, 
 ὃν δὴ κεφαληγερέταν 
 θεοὶ καλέουϲιν. 
 
Stasis and time, born long ago, mingled together and bore the greatest tyranny, 
whom the gods call head-gatherer. 
 
Plutarch (Pericles 16.1) says that the comic poets even made Pericles swear not to 
become a tyrant (µὴ τυραννήϲειν).  
 Thus it seems that Cratinus has chosen Hera’s gift for at least two reasons: it suits 
her traditional role as Zeus’ wife and gives the comedian an opportunity to lampoon 
                                                
197 See Henderson 2003, 162-63. 
198 E.g., Aristophanes’ Acharnians 530-34, Peace 604-14, Teleclides fr. 45 
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Pericles. The offer of Tyranny, then, reveals how Cratinus may make other mythological 
innovations. When the opportunity for innovation presents itself, the comic poet kills two 
birds with one stone: he retains the coherence of the mythological narrative and 
incorporates political commentary on contemporary events. Indeed, as we are so often 
reminded by the political allegorical readings of the play, the Dionysalexandros does 
present many opportunities for the poet to exploit obvious connections to Pericles. As 
Bakola argues, the hypothesis’ description of Hera’s Tyranny as immovable (ἀκίνητοϲ) 
might be a criticism of Pericles’ idleness and echoes a fragment from another comedy (fr. 
326), which explicitly mentions Pericles:199 
    πάλαι γὰρ αὐτὸ 
 λόγοιϲι προάγει Περικλέηϲ, ἔργοιϲι δ’ οὐδὲ κινεῖ 
 
For Pericles, a long time ago, promoted it in words, but he moves (κινεῖ) nothing 
with his actions.200 
 
Hera’s offer of a specific kind of Tyranny seems, therefore, to be an allusion to a 
particular criticism of Pericles. Athena’s offer of Bravery could also be introduced in 
such a way as to remind the audience of Pericles’ supposed cowardliness, and 
Aphrodite’s promise to make Dionysus-Paris beautiful could allude to Pericles’ affair 
with Aspasia201 or his oddly-shaped head.202 
                                                
199 Bakola 2010, 295 
200 Bakola 2010, 293, suggests that Cratinus’ unattributed fr. 327, which also uses the 
verb κινῶ, could come from the Dionysalexandros, possibly as a description of Hera’s 
gift: γλῶττάν τέ ϲοι / δίδωϲιν ἐν δήµωι φορεῖν / καλῶν λόγων ἀείνων, / ἧι πάντα 
κινήϲειϲ λέγων (He/ She gives you a tongue of ever-flowing beautiful words to bear 
among the people, with which you will move (κινήϲειϲ) everything as you speak).  
201 So Schwarze 1971, 13-14 
202 So Rosen 1988, 52 n. 49 
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 The hypothesis’ claim that Pericles was mocked in the comedy has generated 
much scholarly discussion about the potential political allegory of the play.203 Some have 
suggested strong political allegories, even one-to-one political allegories in which 
Dionysus, for example, represents Pericles and Helen Aspasia.204 These one-to-one 
interpretations are likely, I think, too rigid and the possibilities too rich to restrict each 
tenor to one vehicle.205 Instead, Cratinus has likely used the myth of the Trojan War more 
generally as a lens through which to interpret the Peloponnesian War,206 and different 
audience members likely found different resonances throughout the drama. As I have 
argued here, Cratinus subtly shaped the myth to create new potential resonances, but this 
new version also suits the mythological narrative constructed. It is worth pointing out the 
obvious: Aphrodite always wins the beauty contest, even in Cratinus’ version when 
Dionysus plays the judge. Indeed, the entire comedy is comprehensible as a mythological 
narrative, and audience members could have simply enjoyed the break from reality 
provided by the mythological fantasy.  
 
                                                
203 Plutarch ties political commentary to mythology when he says that ἐν δὲ ταῖϲ 
κωµωιδίαιϲ Ὀµφάλη τε νέα καὶ Δηιάνειρα καὶ πὰλιν Ἥρα προϲαγορεύται (“in 
comedy, she [Aspasia] is called a new Omphale, Deianeira, and in turn Hera,” adespota 
fr. 704). 
204 Revermann 1997 and McGlew 2002 express the majority opinion that Dionysus 
represents Pericles, and Storey 2006a, 119, argues that Paris stands in for Pericles. See 
also Olson 2007, 87. 
205 A proponent of a strong political allegory is Schwarze 1971, 6-21, but every 
discussion of the Dionysalexandros weighs in on the possible political allegory. Most 
scholars accept an allegorical reading of the play, while some express caution because of 
the lack of evidence (e.g., Körte 1904, 491; Norwood 1931, 122). Bakola 2010, 183-88, 
is the most forceful, and persuasive, dissenter from this reading, but Schwarze’s 
argument is still found in recent scholarship, e.g. Revermann 2013, esp. 117.  
206 Wright 2007 
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The two Parises and the Origins of the Trojan War 
The prizes would have been a subtle manipulation of the myth, but one of the most 
striking innovations is the substitution of the god Dionysus for the typical villain Paris. In 
most accounts, the Trojan Prince Paris is selected as the judge for the contest of the three 
goddesses, he declares Aphrodite the winner, and, in exchange, he marries Helen. In the 
Dionysalexandros, however, Dionysus somehow replaces Paris as arbiter of the beauty 
contest and then abducts Helen, which causes the Trojan War. These types of character 
substitutions, while not always this extreme, allow the poet to reshape his characters’ 
personae and motivations.207 Cratinus’ Dionysus not only plays the role of the traditional 
Paris but also assumes some of his characteristics. Cratinus’ Paris, on the other hand, is 
almost unrecognizable as a noble hero not motivated by Helen’s beauty. These creative 
depictions of Cratinus’ comic heroes, I argue, invite the audience to reevaluate and to 
question traditional depictions of the myth. The ending of the drama serves a similar 
function. Although the myth has been temporarily turned on its head, the plot realigns so 
that Paris is still ultimately responsible for the Trojan War. Thus Cratinus’ extremely 
creative treatment pushes the boundaries of the myth nearly to a breaking point, but the 
ending skillfully realigns the action with traditional tales.  
 In the archaic period, Paris is commonly depicted either as a prince or a shepherd. 
In the Iliad, Paris is the prince of Troy. The Cypria, on the other hand, sets the Judgment 
of Paris on Mount Ida, although the setting does not necessarily require that he be a 
                                                
207 For example, when Aeschylus’ Clytemnestra rather than, as usual, Aegisthus kills 
Agamemnon, the depiction of both characters is altered. Clytemnestra becomes more 




shepherd. Beginning about 520, vase-painters begin to depict Paris explicitly as a 
shepherd.208 The motivation for this change is unclear,209 but Cratinus exploits the 
variation for comic potential. He, like the author of the Cypria, sets at least part of the 
action on Mount Ida, and several fragments (frr. 39, 40, 43, 45, 48, 49, 50) poke fun at 
shepherding or rusticity more generally.210 It is unclear, however, whether Cratinus 
depicts Paris as a shepherd. We can imagine a scenario in which a noble figure, much like 
Aeneas in the Homeric Hymn to Aphrodite, ventures outside of the city and encounters a 
divinity on a mountain, and so the setting does not require any specific characterization. 
Cratinus’ Dionysus, on the other hand, certainly receives some of the rustic coloring. He 
is accompanied by a band of satyrs, who are typically associated with non-urban settings, 
and in his attempt to hide from the Greeks, he blends into the mountain-side setting by 
transforming into a ram. 
 Cratinus, of course, need not depict any character as a coward, but his Dionysus, 
nevertheless, assumes the cowardly characteristics of the archaic Paris. Already in the 
Iliad, Paris is depicted as a cowardly prince and serves as a foil to his brother Hector, and 
about 570 BCE, Attic vase-painters begin to tie Paris’ cravenness specifically to the 
Judgment. On several vases, Paris runs away from the task of judging the goddesses, and 
Hermes must drag him to it. This depiction is found in serious as well as in humorous 
                                                
208 Euripides also described Paris as a shepherd (Andromache 274-292, Helen 23-30, and 
Iphigenia at Aulis 1283-1309). 
209 See Gantz 1993, 570, on some possibilities, all of which are only hypothetical. 
210 Fr. 45 provides an excellent example: ὁ δ’ ἠλίθιοϲ ὥϲπερ πρόβατον βῆ βῆ λέγων 
βαδίζει (“The fool goes around like a sheep, saying ‘baa, baa’”).  
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images.211 In the Dionysalexandros, it is unclear why Paris does not serve as judge. 
Possibly he refuses,212 he cannot be located before the judgment,213 or Dionysus takes 
Paris’ place without his knowledge.214 The title suggests, nevertheless, that Dionysus 
does not simply take Paris’ place as judge but actually pretends to be him, and so 
Dionysus is at least deceiving the goddesses. However this has come about, by the end of 
the drama, Paris is depicted more nobly than he usually is. When the Greeks begin 
attacking, he tries to uncover the cause, and he discovers that Dionysus is responsible. 
When Paris threatens to send Helen back to the Greeks, we are told not that he is moved 
by her beauty, but that he pities (οἰκτείραϲ) her.  
 If Cratinus’ Paris acts uncharacteristically heroic, Dionysus is an apt choice to 
play the coward. After the Greeks begin attacking, Dionysus hides both Helen and 
himself. This characterization of Dionysus suits his role not only as a stand-in for Paris, 
but it also follows his own typical depiction in comedy.215 The Dionysus of Aristophanes’ 
Frogs is a craven, selfish hero, and a cowardly Dionysus is listed among the unoriginal 
                                                
211 A humorous scene is on an Attic amphora at the Copenhagen National Museum 
(13440). See Mitchell 2009, 96-7 
212 Thieme 1908, 7-21 
213 Norwood 1931, 120 and Storey 2006a, 110 
214 Luppe 1966, 172, argues παραγενόµενοϲ, used of Paris’ entrance in the hypothesis, 
refers to a character’s first entrance in a drama. If this is the case, Paris would not appear 
onstage until after the contest, and his absence would be explained by another character 
in the prologue. 
215 Casolari 2003, 108-9, argues that in the Dionysalexandros Dionysus is depicted as a 
parasite, wishing to go to dinner uninvited. Frr. 46 and 47, both of which mention 
someone crashing a dinner party, certainly remind one of the parasite stock character 
found in later comedy, and Casolari suggests that here Dionysus is trying to attend the 
wedding feast of Paris and Helen. Although this scenario is possible, I am inclined 
against this interpretation. The hypothesis only says that Paris intends to marry Helen, not 
that the wedding is depicted, and the last event described in the hypothesis is Dionysus 
and the satyrs going off to the Greeks. 
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characters used by Eupolis (Σ Aristophanes’ Peace 741b). Moreover, his disguise as 
Paris and deception of the other characters suit his role as god of the theater. 
 Cratinus draws on many different aspects of Paris’ persona in archaic poetry and 
in art, but these characteristics are split between the hero himself and the god Dionysus. 
By juxtaposing a cowardly, bucolic Dionysus and a heroic Paris, the comic poet is not 
simply reinventing the Trojan prince but inviting the audience to reevaluate Paris’ typical 
depiction. A similar kind of doubling is found in Stesichorus’ Palinode, in which the epic 
poet Stesichorus absolves Helen of causing the Trojan War by claiming that Helen never 
went to Troy but resided in Egypt.216 Cratinus may have been inspired by the Palinode, 
but it is unclear whether Cratinus would have known it.217  
 Cratinus’ treatment of the plot also invites the audience to reconsider previous 
treatments of the myth. The innovations in the plot are striking, but, in the end, Paris 
bears responsibility for the outbreak of the Trojan War. After the Judgment, Dionysus 
continues to play Paris dutifully as he sails to Sparta and abducts Helen. Unfortunately, it 
is unclear whether the abduction of Helen was staged, which would require a scene 
change from Ida to Sparta and another back to Ida, or if it was recounted in a messenger 
                                                
216 According to Plato (Phaedrus 243a), Stesichorus and Homer were blinded for telling 
lies about Helen, but Stesichorus regained his sight with his Palinode, in which he recants 
his claim that Helen caused the Trojan War by going to Troy with Paris (PMG 192). The 
fragmentary state of the poem makes the details impossible to recover, but we can infer 
from various other sources that Stesichorus has Helen reside in Egypt while a phantom 
(eidōlon) of her goes to Troy. Helen, Stesichorus says explicitly, did not sail off with 
Paris, and so a god likely whisks Helen off to Egypt. On the Palinode’s content, see 
Woodbury 1967, 163-8, and Gantz 1993, 574-5. 
217 Similar accounts of Helen in Egypt are found in Euripides’ Electra (1280-3) and 
Helen, and Herodotus tells a rationalizing account (12.113-9). See Allan 2008, 18-2, and 
Wright 2005, 80-113. 
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speech. Whatever the staging, the snatching of Helen was likely less a forceful abduction 
than a seduction. In exchange for being selected the winner of the beauty contest, 
Aphrodite does not offer Helen to Dionysus; instead Dionysus himself has been made 
beautiful. Dionysus’ wooing of Helen, therefore, perhaps required more effort than the 
traditional accounts claim. This seduction would also affect the audience’s interpretation 
of Helen, who herself would bear more responsibility for the Trojan War, since she could 
not claim to be simply a pawn of Aphrodite. 
 Dionysus then takes Helen back to Ida, but here Cratinus’ new scenario begins to 
realign his treatment with previous versions of the myth. The Greeks begin attacking the 
countryside in their search for the missing Helen. This assault on an area other than Troy 
has precedent in several other myths and poems, including the Iliad, the Cypria, and 
possibly Aeschylus’ Telephus and Euripides’ Telephus. 218 Before the Greeks begin 
besieging Troy, they attack different cities by mistake, including Mysia where Telephus 
is king. This blunder was recounted in dramas by Aeschylus and Euripides. Euripides’ 
drama was produced in 438 and so a few years before Cratinus’ Dionysalexandros. After 
the Greek’s mistake, they continue assaulting the countryside and neighboring towns of 
Troy. These sorties are described in the Cypria and are alluded to several times in the 
Iliad.219 Cratinus’ depiction of a Greek assault on Ida would thus seem mythologically 
plausible in light of these other narratives. 
                                                
218 Bakola 2010, 188-89, notes the similarities to the Iliad and Cypria, but she does not 
mention the possible dramatic parallels 
219 See Gantz 1993, 596-97 
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 At the end of the drama, despite all the unexpected twists and turns, Paris and 
Helen still intend to wed and, therefore, cause the Trojan War. When the Greeks attack, 
looking for Paris and Helen, Paris investigates. After finding Helen and Dionysus, he 
plans to hand them over to the Greeks. Helen, however, hesitates; Paris pities her and 
agrees to marry her (ὀκνούϲηϲ δὲ τῆϲ Ἑλένηϲ ταύτην µὲν οἰκτείραϲ ὡϲ γυναῖχ’ ἕξων 
ἐπικατέχει, test. i.37-39). This marriage is a significant action because it realigns 
Cratinus’ seemingly counterfactual treatment with traditional mythological narratives. 
But even here, Cratinus’ version features an innovation, as his Helen and his Paris are 
completely responsible for their own actions. Helen does not want to return to the Greeks, 
and Paris marries her even though he is aware that their marriage will undoubtedly 
continue the Greek campaign for their heroine. Petty gods may have started the war, but 
in the end, the mortals act on their own. Without the text of the play itself, we cannot be 
certain how explicit the censure of Helen and of Paris was, but neither character can 
claim to have been compelled by Aphrodite.220 
 Cratinus’ comedy is a creative reinterpretation of the Judgment of Paris and the 
Abduction of Helen. He has crafted a play that would possibly remind the audience of 
many previous mythological accounts (Homeric epic, the Cypria, tragedy, and possibly 
Stesichorus’ Palinode). In recreating but not entirely subverting the myth, Cratinus has 
established his comedy not as one derivate of these other accounts but as an authoritative 
rival to them.  
 
                                                
220 On the reevaluation of Helen in fifth-century art, see Shapiro 2005. 
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EPICHARMUS’ ODYSSEUS THE DESERTER  
Like Cratinus’ comedy, Epicharmus’ Odysseus the Deserter depicts a famous 
mythological episode told in epic poetry. In Odyssey 4 and Iliad 10, Homer recounts an 
espionage mission to Troy undertaken by Odysseus.221 This is the starting point of 
Epicharmus’ comedy. Although no description of the comedy’s plot survives, a few 
significant fragments, including a substantial papyrus fragment, are preserved, and these 
reveal fascinating details about Epicharmus’ treatment. In Odysseus the Deserter, as the 
title suggests, Odysseus actually deserts the Greeks on an espionage mission to Troy. In 
the course of the play, he is caught by a Trojan man and forced to return to the Greek 
camp. In addition to treating a myth found in Homer, the play incorporates epic diction 
and thus invites the audience to compare the comedy to its literary predecessors. 
Revermann discusses the Odysseus the Deserter as a counterfactual treatment of the 
myth,222 but he does not take into account the likely and heretofore overlooked ending of 
the play: Odysseus actually returns to the Greek camp. Thus Epicharmus, like Cratinus 
with his Dionyslaxandros, creates an innovative but coherent version of the myth. 
Epicharmus’ comedy, moreover, enters into a dialogue with its potential Homeric 
models, and the audience is invited to reevaluate Homeric heroes. 
 The title of the comedy brings to mind three epic episodes involving Odysseus’ 
espionage missions to the Trojans in order to gather information for the Greeks. In the 
Odyssey (4.242-58), Helen recounts how Odysseus, self-mutilated and disguised as a 
                                                
221 On Odysseus the Deserter, see especially Willi 2008, 176-191; Willi 2012. See also 
Rusten et al. 2011, 68-70, for a brief discussion and translation of substantial fragments.  
222 Revermann 2013, 108 
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beggar, went to Troy. Helen recognizes him even through his disguise but agrees not to 
reveal his identity until after he leaves. Odysseus then massacres many Trojans and 
returns to the Greek camp. According to Proclus’ summary (1.15-17 PEG), the Little 
Iliad tells a similar story, where, according to Proclus: “After Odysseus disfigures 
himself, he goes to Troy as a spy, and after he is recognized by Helen, he makes plans for 
the city’s capture, kills some Trojans, and returns to the ships.”  A different story appears 
in the Iliad. In book 10 (203-53), Nestor proposes that the Greeks undertake an espionage 
mission to Troy. Diomedes volunteers for the assignment and chooses Odysseus as a 
companion, but they never make it to Troy. They are on en route when they encounter 
Dolon, and then Odysseus and Diomedes steal the horses of Rhesus. 
 Early scholarship on Odysseus the Deserter noticed the potential epic models, but 
the play was misunderstood because it was assumed that Epicharmus did not deviate 
significantly from Homer’s treatment. The comedy’s title and fr. 97, in which Odysseus 
is being whipped by a Trojan on his return to the Greek camp, do indicate some 
similarities between Epicharmus’ comedy and the Homeric episodes: 
 (Οδ.) ]κ[  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣ ] πλ[άνον] τουτόνη 
 α̣[  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣]ευονθρωϲ οἷόνπερ ἐπι  ̣  ̣  ̣ ϲυντυχών 
 ‒⏑‒⏒ ῥᾶιϲτά κα τοῦτ’ ἐργαϲαίµαν ἢ ὅτι 
 ἀλλ’ ὁρέω (τί, ὠιζύρ’, ἀνιῆιϲ;), τοίδε τὠιχαιοὶ πέλαϲ 
 ὡϲ ἔω πονηρ⟨ότ⟩ατοϲ. (Β.) ⟨ἀλλ’⟩ ἁλιδίωϲ πονηρὸϲ ⟨εἶ⟩. 
 (Οδ.) οὐ γὰρ ἔµπα[λίν] χ’ ἁνύϲαιµ’ οὕτωϲ ἀλοιῆϲθαι κακόν 
 ‒⏑ ε]νθὼν τεῖδε θωκηϲῶ τε καὶ λεξοῦ[  ̣  ̣  ̣]ωϲ 
 ῥάιδιν’ ε⌋ἴµειν ταῦτα καὶ τοῖϲ δεξιωτέροιϲ ⌊ἐµεῦ[ϲ. 
 (Β.) ‒⏑‒]ἐµὶν δοκεῖτε πάγχυ καὶ κατὰ τρόπ⌊ον 
 καὶ ἐοικ⌋ότωϲ ἐπεύξαϲθ’, αἴ τιϲ ἐνθυµεῖν γ[α λῆι. 
 (Οδ.) ‒⏑‒] γ’ ὤφειλον ἐνθὲν ὗϲπερ ἐκελήϲ[‒⏑‒ 
 ‒⏑‒]τ̣ων ἀγαθικῶν κακὰ προτιµάϲαι θ[⏑‒ 
 ‒⏑ κίν]δυνον τελέϲϲαι καὶ κλέοϲ θεῖον λ̣[αβεῖν 
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 ‒⏑‒]ν µολὼν ἐϲ ἄϲτυ, πάντα δ’ εὖ ϲαφα[νέωϲ 
 πυθόµε]νοϲ δίοιϲ τ’ Ἀχαιοῖϲ παιδί τ’ Ἀτρέοϲ φί[λωι 
 ἂψ ἀπαγ]γ̣είλαι τὰ τηνεῖ καὐτὸϲ ἀϲκηθὴϲ  ̣[   
   
(Od.) ... this roaming ... how ... encountering ... I might accomplish this or 
anything very easily, but I see (why are you hitting me, fool?), the Achaeans are 
nearby so I am most wretched. (B.) You are definitely wretched. (Od.) Shouldn’t I 
go back? It’s terrible to be beaten like this. Going there I will sit and I will say 
these things are easy even for someone more clever than I. (B.) I think you prayed 
very much according to your custom and as expected, if one thinks about it. (Od.) 
I ought to have ... where they ordered ... and ... [not]223 preferred bad to good ... 
finished the venture and attained divine glory ... going into the city, and learning 
everything very clearly, to have reported back to the noble Achaeans and the dear 
son of Atreus the things there, and myself unscathed ... 
 
In the first attempts to reconcile the fragment with its supposed Homeric model, scholars 
assumed the entire fragment was a monologue by Odysseus rehearsing a fictitious report 
after a failed espionage mission to Troy. Thus, there was no “Speaker B” in the earliest 
reconstructions of the fragment.224 After the discovery of the accompanying commentary, 
the monologue theory was overturned because the commentary makes clear that there is a 
second speaker. Still, the assumption was that Odysseus is planning a cover story for a 
failed mission. It was then argued that Speaker B could be Diomedes,225 and this 
hypothesis strengthened the connection to Iliad 10. 
 Several problems still remained, however, and Willi was the first to realize that 
the text could only be explained if there is a significant departure from the Homeric 
episode. Epicharmus’ Odysseus actually deserts the Greeks. According to Willi’s 
                                                
223 See Willi 2012, 65, on the necessity of a negative adverb. 
224 Kaibel 1899, 109; Körte 1914, 12; Olivieri 1946, 37 




interpretation of the fragment,226 Odysseus has already deserted the Greeks for some 
time, but now he has managed to make a certain Trojan angry. This Trojan is, in fact, the 
interlocutor.227 As the aside τί, ὠιζύρ’, ἀνιῆιϲ (why are you hitting me, fool?) indicates, 
the Trojan is assaulting Odysseus at this moment, and the latter regrets ever deserting in 
the first place (γ’ ὤφειλον ... πάντα δ’ εὖ ϲαφανέωϲ πυθόµενοϲ δίοιϲ τ’ Ἀχαιοῖϲ παιδὶ τ’ 
Ἀτρέοϲ φίλωι ἂψ ἀπαγγείλαι). Although it is less clear why a Trojan is angry at 
Odysseus, Willi suggests that Odysseus is the speaker of fr. 99, indicating he has taken a 
job as Trojan swineherd and has lost one of the pigs: 
    δέλφακά τε τῶν γειτόνων 
 τοῖϲ Ἐλευϲινίοιϲ φυλάϲϲων δαιµονίωϲ ἀπώλεϲα, 
 οὐχ ἑκών· καὶ ταῦτα δή µε ϲυµβολατεύει⌋ν µ’ ἔφα 
 τοῖϲ Ἀχα⌊ιοῖϲιν προδιδόµειν τ’ ὤµνυέ µε τὸν δέλφακα 
  
(Un)fortunately (δαιµονίωϲ) I lost my neighbors’ pig I was guarding for the 
Eleusinian festival, but not on purpose. And he said that I was plotting with the 
Achaeans, and he swore I handed the pig over to them. 
 
Willi’s reading offers an attractive explanation for Odysseus’ trouble with the Trojans: 
his employer believes he has given the pig to the Greeks and is conspiring with them.228 
During the action of the comedy, Odysseus therefore quits his job as swineherd and 
decides to return to the Greeks. The dialogue of fr. 97 occurs during his return; it is set 
                                                
226 Willi 2012, 63-71, and Willi 2008, 177-88, followed by Revermann 2013 
227 Kerkof 2001, 127, also thought the second character onstage was a Trojan. 
228 Barigazzi 1955 first suspected Odysseus was the speaker, but subsequent scholars 
thought these lines belonged to a Trojan. Webster 1962 thought Dolon could be the 




before the city of Troy (cf. τηνεῖ [line 16] = ὧδε229; τοίδε τὠιχαιοὶ πέλαϲ), and in it 
Odysseus is debating whether or not he should go back (οὐ γὰρ ἔµπαλίν χ’ ἁνύϲαιµ’).230  
 Thus the plot of Epicharmus’ Odysseus the Deserter is likely as follows. 
Odysseus has been asked to go on a reconnaissance mission to Troy. Apparently this 
mission proved too difficult, and so Odysseus actually deserts the Greeks and takes a job 
outside Troy as a swineherd, a humorously low position for a usually noble figure like 
Odysseus. While preparing for a festival, Odysseus innocently loses one of his Trojan 
employer’s pigs, and this employer assumes Odysseus has given the pig to the Greeks. 
Because of these troubles, Odysseus then plans to return to the Greeks and prepares a 
story about how successful his mission was, but on the way back to the Greek camp, the 
Trojan catches up to Odysseus and assaults him. 
 Epicharmus has changed significantly the Homeric accounts of Odysseus’ 
espionage mission, but verbal echoes of Homer indicate some connection to Iliad 10.231 
Willi argues that Epicharmus attempts to “correct” or “overwrite” Homer as part of a 
colonial (Syracusan) agenda to distance itself culturally from the mainland.232 And what 
better way to assert one’s dominance over mainland Greece than correcting Homer? 
                                                
229 Ahrens 1843, 267 
230 Willi 2012, 67-68, notes that οὐ γὰρ can introduce a question (cf. Denniston 1954, 
81-6) and so interprets “Should I not rather go back?” rather than “I would certainly not 
go back!” 
231 Cf. Cassio 2002, 79, on Epicharmus fr. 97.13-16 and Iliad 10.204-13: µολὼν ἐϲ ἄϲτυ 
= µετὰ Τρῶαϲ ... ἐλθεῖν; πάντα δ’ ... πυθόµενοϲ ... ἂψ ἀπαγγείλαι = πάντα πύθοιτο 
καὶ ἂψ εἰϲ ἡµέαϲ ἔλθοι; ἀϲκηθὴϲ = ἀϲκηθὴϲ; κλέοϲ = κλέοϲ. Some of these parallels are 
obviously more convincing than others. Does Epicharmus’ µολὼν ἐϲ ἄστυ really recall 
Homer’s µετὰ Τρῶαϲ ... ἐλθεῖν, and does the adverb ἂψ with ἀπαγγείλαι remind one 
of ἂψ ἔλθοι? More convincing is the general Homeric tone and themes of Epicharmus’ 
passage (cf. κλέοϲ θεῖον and δίοιϲ Ἀχαιοῖϲ) rather than exact verbal echoes. 
232 Willi 2012, 72 
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Revermann rejects Willi’s hypothesis and argues that Epicharmus exploits Homer’s 
authority to give legitimacy to his own work.233 Although Revermann emphasizes 
Epicharmus’ originality, he agrees with Willi that the comic version rewrites or subverts 
the Homeric model: 
Epicharmus’ handling of the epic foil is as intriguing as it is bold. His cues are 
taken from Odyssey 4 ... and most notably Iliad 10, ... which is also established as 
a significant intertext by a number of linguistic pointers. ... That said, those 
pointers to the Iliadic model only reinforce the daring comic creativity with which 
Epicharmus goes on to do his own thing—even if this means rewriting the 
Homeric master narrative by inverting or defying its basics, to the point of making 
the resulting comedy ‘counterfactual’.234 
 
Like Cratinus’ Dionysalexandros, however, Epicharmus’ Odysseus the Deserter is not 
counterfactual because at the end of the drama the creative reinterpretation of the 
Homeric episode does not contradict the subsequent events of mythology. Although 
Odysseus has deserted the Greeks, I will argue that the play likely ended with Odysseus’ 
scheming his way back to their camp. Furthermore, Epicharmus has drawn on epic’s 
authority in order to establish his version of the myth as an authoritative rival to Homer 
himself.  
 
Questioning but not contradicting the tradition 
Epicharmus seems to have been a subtle and sophisticated interpreter of Homer, as his 
comedy picks up on potential ambiguities involving Homeric characters and stories. 
Odysseus the Deserter creates a new mythic episode and at the same times enters a 
dialogue with the most famous literary accounts of that episode. Indeed, the text is by no 
                                                
233 Revermann 2013, 106-10 
234 Revermann 2013, 108 
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means simply derivative of Homeric epic, and it invites the audience to reexamine the 
motivations of the Homeric Odysseus and possibly Helen as well.  
 Although Epicharmus’ Odysseus does desert the Greeks, he does so, I argue, only 
temporarily, and once the hero returns to the Greek camp, Epicharmus’ narrative realigns 
with the known mythical events (including Homer’s versions). In the most substantial 
fragment (fr. 97), as we have already seen, the hero is on his way back to the Greek 
camp, expresses regret about deserting in the first place, and begins formulating his cover 
story. We can infer from these statements that Odysseus will once again fight alongside 
his Greek brethren. After his rough encounter with the Trojan, Odysseus likely would not 
want to continue living in Troy, nor would the Trojans take him back after he is thought 
to be conspiring with Greeks. Also significant is Odysseus’ statement that the Greeks 
have asked him to undertake this espionage mission. He says, “I ought [to have gone] 
where they ordered (ὗϲπερ ἐκελήϲ[αντο,235 line 11),” and so the Greeks have no reason to 
suspect that he has actually deserted. Thus he has a pretext for returning and the Greeks 
have no reason to turn him away.  
 The final clue that Odysseus actually returns during the comedy is found in frr. 98 
(the ancient commentary) and 99 (discussing the lost pig, quoted above). A portion of fr. 
99 is preserved in the ancient commentary on fr. 97, and so we know that fr. 99 occurs 
after fr. 97, which includes Odysseus practicing his cover story.236 Willi has rightly 
argued that fr. 99 indicates why Odysseus’ Trojan employer was angry,237 but he did not 
                                                
235 Supplement suggested by Blass 1889. 
236 Cf. Olson 2007, 51 
237 Willi 2012, 70-71 
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consider the context of the fragment. Instead of referring to the Trojan in the second 
person, as in fr. 97, Odysseus refers to him in the third person. Odysseus is speaking to 
someone new who has no idea what has taken place, and I suggest that Odysseus is 
addressing a Greek (either Agamemnon or Menelaus) or several Greeks. In fr. 99, then, 
Odysseus is actually giving his cover story. Odysseus’ use of adverbs may support this 
hypothesis: he says, “(Un)fortunately (δαιµονίωϲ) I lost the pig, though not on purpose 
(οὐχ ἑκών).” The ambiguous adverb δαιµονίωϲ could be operating on two levels at once: 
for Odysseus himself, the unfortunate loss of the pig ruins his plan to desert, but for the 
Greeks, it represents a fortunate blow to the Trojans. The comment οὐχ ἑκών (not on 
purpose) would then be interjected to explain why his mission was cut short. Odysseus 
then claims that the pig was to be used for the Eleusinia (τοῖϲ Ἐλευϲινίοιϲ), a claim that 
would perhaps curry favor with Odysseus’ Greek audience. The Eleusinia was a Greek 
festival, and it is unclear whether the fictional Trojans also celebrate this festival or if 
Odysseus claims to have raised a Trojan pig clandestinely for a Greek festival. 
Nevertheless, the hero presents himself as preparing for a traditional Greek ritual, and 
this small detail would subtly support his claim that he never deserted the Greeks.238 To 
be sure, we could imagine other possible contexts for this fragment (perhaps Odysseus 
has run into yet another Trojan after the first), but such a careful speaker as Odysseus 
would probably not even unintentionally imply to a Trojan that losing the Trojan pig was 
a fortunate accident.  
                                                
238 There was a local Sicilian Eleusinia festival, and by referring to this festival, 
Epicharmus is blurring the lines between the fictional Greeks of the play and the Sicilians 
in the theater. 
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 Since Odysseus eventually returns to the Greek camp, Epicharmus’ Odysseus the 
Deserter was not a complete rewriting of mythology. The comedy does, however, allude 
to Homeric treatments of this myth, which differ from it, and therefore invites us to 
reconsider the Homeric intertexts. Willi and Cassio believe that Iliad 10 is Epicharmus’ 
model based on imprecise verbal echoes,239 but the plot of Epicharmus’ comedy has more 
similarities to the story as told in Odyssey 4. 240  After having seen Epicharmus’ 
production, a Syracusan might think twice about the implications of this episode. 
 In Odyssey 4, Menelaus and Helen host Telemachus and tell him stories about his 
father. The animosity between Menelaus and Helen is palpable, as each reminds the other 
of unpleasant episodes from their tumultuous past, even though both stories are 
ostensibly about Odysseus. Menelaus describes (Odyssey 4.266-90) how, while the 
Greeks were inside the Trojan Horse, Helen mimicked the voices of the Greeks’ wives, 
apparently trying to lure the Greeks out and foil their plan. Odysseus, however, prevented 
the Greeks from responding and so saved them. Menelaus claims that a god favoring the 
Trojans must have compelled Helen to do this, thus relieving her of the blame, but he also 
mentions her second Trojan husband Deiphobus, perhaps another jab at Helen. Helen’s 
own story comes just before this in the narrative. She says: 
God-nurtured son of Atreus, Menelaus, and children of good men, the god Zeus 
may give good and evil at different times to different men, for he can do all 
things. Now sit here and feast in the hall, and delight in stories, for I will recount 
possible things but I will not tell or name all the struggles of patient-minded 
Odysseus. But what a thing this mighty man did and endured in the home of the 
                                                
239 Willi 2008, 2012; Cassio 2002. See above.  
240 There is probably a mythical episode “Odysseus’ espionage mission to the Trojans” 




Trojans, where you Achaeans endured troubles. Inflicting himself with unseemly 
blows, and wrapping a poor garment around his shoulders, looking like a servant, 
he entered the broad-streeted city of the enemy. He concealed his identity and 
resembled another, a beggar, which he is not among the ships of the Achaeans. 
Resembling such a man, he entered the city of the Trojans, who were all 
speechless. I alone recognized who he was and I questioned him, but he avoided 
me cunningly. When I washed him, however, and anointed him with oil and 
clothed him and swore a mighty oath not to reveal him as Odysseus to the Trojans 
until he reached the swift shifts and the huts, he then recounted to me the 
Achaeans’ entire plan. He killed many Trojans with his bronze sword and went 
back to the Argives, and he brought back much insight. Then the other Trojan 
women wailed aloud, but my heart rejoiced, because my heart had turned to return 
back home, and I lamented the blindness that Aphrodite gave me, when she led 
me there from my dear fatherland, abandoning my child and bedchamber and my 
husband, who lacked nothing, either in mind or body. 
       Odyssey 4.235-64 
 
 In the last lines of her speech, Helen is trying to save her reputation, but 
Epicharmus’ version of events calls into question her entire story. Any audience member 
who saw Epicharmus’ Odysseus lying to the Greeks about his mission would be enticed 
to consider whether Homer’s Helen is lying too. The story of Homer’s Helen certainly 
resembles the kind of lie that Epicharmus’ Odysseus would tell to the Greeks. 
Epicharmus’ Odysseus plans to say that he has accomplished everything (cf. fr. 97). 
“Everything,” as we learn from Iliad 10 (205-206), is to slay any Trojan stragglers and 
learn information, and this is what Helen in Odyssey 4 claims Odysseus has done. Helen 
also claims that Odysseus had disguised himself with beggar’s clothes and self-inflicted 
wounds, and no doubt, after the beating Epicharmus’ Odysseus receives from the Trojan 
and after serving as a swineherd, he would boast to the Greeks about planning such a 
clever and convincing disguise. If we trust Epicharmus’ version of events, Helen is lying 
to aggrandize herself and to butter up Telemachus. Odysseus never did those things, but 
she uses the story to her own advantage.  
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 Epicharmus is, therefore, an extremely subtle interpreter of Homer, and his 
comedy is more complicated than a simple distortion of the Homeric narrative. 
Epicharmus changes the story, but his comic alterations invite us to be more skeptical 
about Helen’s actions and motivations stated in Odyssey 4, a skepticisim lurking beneath 
the surface of Menelaus’ response to Helen. The Odysseus the Deserter, therefore, does 
not simply pillage Homeric epic for material but adds new meaning to it. 
 Epicharmus’ comedy also raises serious questions about Odysseus’ character and 
the nature of Homeric heroism. The comic poet takes the qualities of Homer’s Odysseus 
and refocuses them, thereby painting a negative portrayal of Odysseus without 
completely reinventing him. Epicharmus’ Odysseus is certainly a coward, and this 
character trait possibly appears in an ambiguous Homeric episode. During a retreat, 
Diomedes calls out to Odysseus for help: “‘Odysseus, where are you fleeing with your 
back turned like a coward (κακὸϲ ὣϲ) in a crowd? ...’ Thus he spoke, but much enduring, 
godlike Odysseus did not heed/ hear (ἐϲάκουϲε) him” (Odyssey 8.93-4, 97). Diomedes 
explicitly accuses Odysseus of cowardice, but the narrator’s explanation for Odysseus’ 
actions uses the verb ἐϲάκουϲε, which could mean either that Odysseus did not hear or 
that he did not listen to Diomedes’ plea. Several other character traits, including his 
rhetorical skill and his resourcefulness,241 are manipulated in the later tradition to depict a 
less-favorable, even villainous, Odysseus. In Homeric epic, however, these traits are 
                                                
241 See Stanford 1954, 71-74 
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generally positive because, as Stanford argues, Odysseus’ resourcefulness is “generally 
used pro bono publico.”242 
 Epicharmus takes up this ambiguity found in Homer’s Odysseus, but the comic 
poet does not change the characterization drastically. In Epicharmus’ comedy, we see the 
incarnation of Odysseus as a coward (a modification of his resourcefulness) and crude 
manipulator (a modification of his rhetorical skill), and in Epicharmus’ comedy, the 
ultimate benefactor of Odysseus’ actions is Odysseus himself. In Odysseus the Deserter, 
the hero himself admits his cowardice: “I ought not to have preferred cowardly things 
(κακὰ) to good (ἀγαθικῶν)” (fr. 97.12). We do not know why the hero has deserted the 
Greeks and utterly debased himself. Maybe the espionage mission was too difficult or 
maybe Odysseus was tired of fighting in the war. Whatever the scenario, he has not taken 
the job of a swineherd as part of some noble plan, as when he disguises himself as a 
beggar to return order to his household at the end of the Odyssey. When his fortunes as 
Trojan swineherd change, his plans change, and he obviously think his chances are better 
back with his companions. But his decision to return to the Greek camp shows little 
forethought. The Greeks are nearby, and he still claims to be wretched nor has he 
completely worked out a cover story for his return (fr. 97.4-7). Here we see traces of the 
Odysseus who brazenly and foolhardily provokes the Cyclops, which almost results in 
the destruction of his entire crew (Odyssey 9.473-542). 
 In order to make a convincing return to the Greek camp, Epicharmus’ hero will 
rely on his rhetorical skills, which he has displayed in the Embassy to Achilles (Iliad 
                                                
242 Stanford 1954, 74 
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9.225-306). When Epicharmus’ Odysseus says he will sit (θωκηϲῶ, fr. 97.7) in the 
Greek camp, he probably means “sit in an assembly,” as the cognate noun θῶκοϲ in 
Homeric epic implies.243 Thus Odysseus indicates he will speak to the Greeks in a formal 
setting. And even while suffering a beating from the Trojan (cf. fr. 97.4), the clever 
Odysseus starts warming up his rhetorical skills to win over his audience. He plans to tell 
the Greeks, “These things are easy even for those more clever than I” (ῥάιδιν’ εἴµειν 
ταῦτα καὶ τοῖϲ δεξιωτέροιϲ ἐµεῦϲ), which the ancient commentary suggests is a 
paraprosdokian for something like “These things are easy even for someone worse than I 
(τοῖϲ ἐµοῦ ἥττοϲιν).”  
 Epicharmus’ comedy also recalls another significant Homeric episode: Odysseus’ 
return to Ithaca. In the Odyssey (13.381-411), Odysseus and Athena plot his revenge 
against the suitors, and so that he can gather information, she disguises him as a beggar. 
He stays briefly with his swineherd Eumaeus as he learns about the situation in Ithaca. 
When Odysseus, in disguise, first encounters Eumaeus, the swineherd prepares a pair of 
piglets for a feast (14.72-77). Because Eumaeus has few possession and even fewer gifts 
to give strangers, his offer reveals his noble nature. This famous episode from the 
Odyssey has many parallels with Epicharmus’ comedy. Odysseus’ stay with Eumaeus is 
yet another espionage mission of sorts, albeit one against his own household. 
Epicharmus’ deserting Odysseus actually becomes a swineherd, and if he is not actually 
                                                
243 A θῶκοϲ (“chair” or metonymy for “assembly”) is always used in Homeric epic for 
meetings of mortals (cf. Od. 2.14, 2.26, 12.318, 15.468) or of gods (cf. Od. 5.3, Il. 8.439) 
but never for simply a chair. The cognate verb is not found in the Iliad or the Odyssey. It 
must be noted that the scholiast glosses ἐνθὼν τεῖδε θωκηϲῶ as ]πόρρω καθεδοῦµαι (“I 
will sit apart”). The beginning of this gloss, however, is not preserved, and Lobel 1923 
suggested a negative οὐ supplement ( thus, “I will not sit apart”). 
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employed by his Trojan neighbor, he is at least entrusted with his neighbor’s pig. 
Odysseus, however, loses this pig, which would likely be a significant loss for the Trojan, 
just as Eumaeus’ offer of two piglets was a significant gift.  
 As we have seen, Epicharmus’ Odysseus the Deserter enters into a dialogue with 
several scenes from Homeric epic. The comic poet emphasizes many potential 
ambiguities from these scenes, but he also repurposes several elements to emphasize the 
unheroic characteristics of Odysseus. Epicharmus may, in fact, have been one of earliest 
poets to depict the hero in this light, a depiction that is featured in tragedies of the late-
fifth century (e.g, Sophocles’ Philoctetes, Euripides’ Hecuba).244 Epicharmus’ Odysseus 
is so self-interested that he actually deserts the Achaeans, but although this action is 
unparalleled in extant treatments of the myth, Odysseus, in the end, returns to the Greek 
camp. This realignment with the well-known events of mythology helps to establish 
Epicharmus’ treatment as a potential rival to Homer’s. 
 
In this chapter, we have explored two plays that feature plots that seem to alter traditional 
mythology radically. In these dramas, Cratinus and Epicharmus play with several 
versions of myths, and their treatments invite the audience to compare them to other 
literary treatments. The comic poets, however, are not simply acknowledging a debt to 
                                                
244 Stanford 1954, 101, was unable to account for this change in depiction of the hero: 
“All one knows for certain is that by the end of the fifth century the Homeric lion was 
transformed into a machiavellian fox.” The comic poets likely helped to shape this 
Odyssean fox. In fact, Odysseus was the title character of at least four Sicilian 
mythological comedies (Epicharmus’ Odysseus the Deserter, Odysseus Shipwrecked, 
Odysseus <?>, and Dinolochus’ Circe or Odysseus), and he could have appeared as a 
character in at least seven more (Epicharmus’ Antenor, Cyclops, Philoctetes, Sirens, 
Alicnous; Phormis’ Sack of Troy or Horse; and Dinolochus’ Telephus). 
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epic but rather, I suggest, rivaling them for authority. As part of this rivalry, the comic 
poets were extremely creative in their reshaping of these myths, but their treatments still 
cohere with later events. In Cratinus’ Dionysalexandros, it is Dionysus who sets the 
wheels of war in motion, but, in the end, Paris still marries Helen, causing the Trojan 
War. In Epicharmus’ Odysseus the Deserter, although Odysseus deserts, in the end he is 
forced to return to the Greeks who would probably remain unaware of his true intentions.  
 Thus, these two dramas follow Sommerstein’s descriptive rule of tragic myth-
making: the tragic poets treated myth as they pleased but did not contradict the well-
known subsequent events of mythology. Unfortunately, our evidence for comic myth-
making is much more limited, and so it is unclear whether comic poets generally 
followed this tendency as well. Indeed, as we observed above, Aristotle seems to have 
claimed that in a comedy, Orestes and Aegisthus leave as friends (Poetics 1453a), and in 
Aristophanes’ Birds, although it is not primarily a mythological play, Zeus is replaced as 
the sovereign god!245 The comic poets were obsessed with creativity, and so even in the 
realm of myth, they would not necessarily have to constrain themselves to rules of 
coherence. When they did, however, as in the case of the Dionysalexandros and Odysseus 
the Deserter, they were able to establish themselves as potential rivals to even the most 
authoritative treatments. 
  
                                                
245 In Cratinus’ Wealth Gods, Zeus may have also been overthrown, but the preserved 
texts presents several problems. See chapter 3. 
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3. FUSIONS OF MYTHS 
The comic poets did not limit themselves to adapting myths as they are told in Homeric 
epic or other archaic poetry. Comic poets regularly combined two different myths into 
one cohesive plot, introduced a new character into a traditional story, or created an 
entirely new scenario by blending myth and contemporary reality. These fusions, as I call 
them, provided near limitless opportunity for creativity and originality. In this chapter, 
we will explore a few ways in which the comedians fused different myths as well as myth 
and reality. Such fusions not only provided much fertile ground for humorous 
explorations of previously unconnected characters and stories but also allowed comic 
poets to explain the previously unexplained in mythology. Epicharmus’ Pyrrha and 
Prometheus and Pherecrates’ Antmen both describe the origins of humans in creative, 
possibly innovative, ways. Cratinus in Wealth Gods accounts for the unjust distribution of 
wealth in his contemporary Athens with a mythological etiology, but he also blurs the 
line between myth and reality as his chorus of gods enter a fictional Athens. 
 Comedians employed a wide variety of fusions, which could be the focus of an 
entire play or only a scene. As we saw in the previous chapter, Cratinus’ 
Dionysalexandros introduces new characters (Dionysus and a chorus of satyrs) into the 
events leading up to the Trojan War, and their unexpected roles in these events 
undoubtedly kept the audience on the edges of their seats. Other titles suggest that similar 
scenarios were featured in other dramas, although the extant fragments rarely indicate 
how different stories were in fact combined. Myrtilus’ Titan-Pans may be about a hybrid 
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race of Pan(s) and Titans,246 and Strattis’ Lemnomeda may have somehow combined the 
stories of the Lemnian Women and Andromeda. Another type of fusion, known from the 
extant comedies and suggested by several titles, involved placing mythological characters 
into the contemporary Greek world. Aristophanes, for example, does this in his Frogs, 
where Dionysus is depicted as an avid theater-goer who can, unlike an ordinary Athenian, 
bring a tragedian back from the dead. Other comedians also brought mythological heroes 
into Athens or everyday scenarios, as is suggested by the titles of Aristomenes’ Dionysus 
in Training,247 Nicochares’ Heracles the Producer, Pherecrates’ Heracles the Mortal, and 
Strattis’ Orestes the Mortal.248 In other plays, a fictional character’s identity is blended 
with the identity of a mythical figure, as in Polyzelus’ Demos-Tyndareus, Timocles’ 
Satyr-Citizens, and Aristophanes’ Aeolosicon, a comedy about a cook Sicon playing the 
role of the mythical Aeolus. Archippus’ Fishes featured a scene in which the tragedian 
Melanthius played the part of Hesione about to be devoured by a sea monster (fr. 28).249  
 Although the comic poets often push these plots to extremes, similar fusions are 
found in tragedy and satyr drama as well. Tragedians also depicted characters making 
cameo appearances in a different mythological tradition (e.g., Heracles in Euripides’ 
Alcestis). Likewise, in satyr drama a chorus of satyrs was placed into a mythological 
                                                
246 In addition, Storey 2011b, 375, offers another suggestions: they could be sex-crazed 
pederasts. Titan is another word for pederast (cf. Hesychius τ971), and Pan can be used 
of someone fond of sex (cf. Hesychius π339). 
247 Perhaps Dionysus is training for military service, as in Eupolis’ Admirals. 
248 See Orth 2009, 43-45, on Orestes the Mortal and the possible meanings of comedies 
with titles such as these. 
249 Comedians also often combined two contemporary figures into one persona (e.g., 




situation, and hilarity ensued.250 Comedy’s process of bringing gods into Athens has been 
called Atticization,251 a useful concept, but a similar technique, albeit less extreme, is 
used by the tragedians as well. Such scenarios are found in Sophocles’ Oedipus at 
Colonus and Aeschylus’ Eumenides, in which the Orestes myth is fused with a local 
Athenian legend to explain the origins of the Areopagus Council. Of course, Aeschylus’ 
Athena, Apollo, and the Furies are not brought into a contemporary Athens, but they do 
appear in an Athens set in the mythical past. Therefore, we can observe similarities in 
style across the genres, although the comic poets were possibly freer in their 
experimentation. 
 
THE GREAT FLOOD IN GREEK COMEDY 
Archaic Greek literature paints an incomplete and often contradictory picture of the 
mythological past, and Athenian comedians used this ambiguity to create new stories that 
could resolve inconsistencies in Greek myth. One myth that had great potential for 
innovation and was treated in several comedies is the myth of the Great Flood and the 
subsequent recreation of humans. There is a (perhaps surprising) lack of coherence in the 
mythological tradition regarding man’s destruction and recreation by the gods. In extant 
archaic Greek literature, the myths about man’s creation are sparse. Homer makes no 
mention of man’s beginnings, and Hesiod only recounts in detail the creation of the first 
woman (Theogony 560-612, Works and Days 60-105), called Pandora in Works  and  Days 
(81). About the first man’s creation, Hesiod records nothing specific. Instead we hear 
                                                
250 Or as Lissarrague 1990, 236, put it: “take one myth, add satyrs, observe results.” 
251 See Konstantakos 2014 on the term. 
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general statements about the destruction and the recreation of the human race throughout 
the Five Ages of Man (Works and Days 109-201). In the first two ages, the earth covers 
the men, and in the third, the men, who are fond of war, kill each other. Hesiod does not 
say why the age of heroes, the fourth age, ceases. For the final stage, Zeus places the 
bronze-age race on the earth. About Hesiod’s account, Gantz says, “there are in fact 
features suggesting that the concept of these Ages had not been worked out fully or made 
to cohere with other stories told about the early days of men and gods.”252 The Cypria, 
complicating matters even futher, mentions a plan of Zeus to wipe man out and start from 
scratch,253 and some scholars believe Homer refers to this plan in the proem of the Iliad 
(1.5).254 All of this suggests an unsettled picture of man’s creation and the destruction of 
race(s) by the gods. There were very likely stories, no longer preserved, about man’s 
creation in the archaic period, but the most important mythological sources of archaic 
epic (Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey and Hesiod’s Theogony and Works and Days) are not 
directly interested in these stories. 
 At least two comic poets attempted to leave their mark on this tradition by fusing 
together two myths to explain this apparent gap in the story. Both Epicharmus’ Pyrrha 
and Prometheus and Pherecrates’ Antmen explained how men were recreated after a 
flood destroyed humanity. Pindar’s Olympian 9 is usually acknowledged as the first 
                                                
252 Gantz 1993, 151. See West 1978, 172-77, for the traditional view that a Greek heroic 
age has intruded on an earlier mythological tradition. 
253 Gantz 1993, 152-66, provides a thorough summary of the references to this plan in 
Greek literature. 
254 See Kullmann 1955. Redfield argues against this interpretation of Iliad 1.5 and 
discusses four others. 
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reference to a flood that destroys mankind.255 Here (Ol. 9.41-53), Pindar recounts how 
Deucalion and Pyrrha came down from Mount Parnassus after a great flood to repopulate 
the earth with men created from rocks. This poem, however, dates to 466 and would 
likely postdate Epicharmus’ Pyrrha and Prometheus. 
 Indeed, Epicharmus’ comedy is one of the earliest, if not the earliest, preserved 
account of Deucalion and Pyrrha recreating man after the flood myth,256 and later 
Pherecrates also took up the mantle of explaining man’s origins by fusing a different 
myth to the story of a flood. Although it may be surprising that the comedians, rather than 
tragedians, innovated this myth that other cultures treat so seriously, comedians 
frequently depicted the myth and seem to have played a key role in keeping it alive in the 
fifth and fourth centuries. In early fifth-century Sicily, Dinolochus also wrote a play on 
this subject, Leucarion (a comic variation of the usual Deucalion). 257  In Athens, 
Pherecrates (floruit ca. 430s-410s) again seems to be an early innovator of mythological 
comedy; his treatment of the myth may have influenced the poets after the decline of 
political comedy. In the mid fourth century, Eubulus, Antiphanes, and Ophelion each 
wrote a Deucalion, and at the end of the century, Diphilus wrote a Pyrrha. We know of 
no tragedy on this subject.  
 Sophocles’ satyr drama Pandora or Hammerers and vase-painting from the fifth 
century also suggest a comic strand in the myths about origins of humans. We have a 
                                                
255 So Gantz 1993, 165 
256 Another early version was apparently told by Acusilaus, a mythographer of the archaic 
period (FGrH 2 F 35). 
257 Leucarion (“Whitey”? cf. λευκόϲ) is meant to contrast with his wife’s name, Pyrrha 
(“Red” cf. πυρρόϲ), as Kaibel 1899 suggests. 
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vase-painting that depicts Zeus, Hermes, and Epimetheus, who holds a hammer, looking 
at Pandora rising from the ground.258 Several other vases depict Silenoi holding hammers 
while a woman (labeled Pherophatta, i.e. Kore) rises from the ground.259 Thus we have 
evidence for humorous depictions of the first woman from the ground, and the chthonic 
origins of woman relates to Epicharmus’ account of the creation of humans from rocks. 
Indeed, the origins of man may have been within the sphere of comedy, just as the birth 
of gods and heroes were frequently the subjects of comedy and satyr drama, rarely of 
tragedy.260  
 
Epicharmus’ Pyrrha and Prometheus261 
This drama depicts the preparations of Pyrrha and Leucarion (or Decaulion),262 who have 
been warned by Prometheus, for a great flood and the subsequent creation of mortals 
from rocks.263  Epicharmus’ comedy (of which a tattered papyrus fragments, a few book 
fragments, and testimonia survive) is the first extant text to preserve many of the details 
familiar from later accounts.264 Much of the comedy’s treatment, therefore, seems to be 
innovative, but given the paucity of early evidence for this myth, it would be impossible 
                                                
258 Attic red-figure volute krater, Oxford G275 
259 See Gantz 1993, 163-64. 
260 See Nesselrath 1995 on birth of the gods comedies in the fourth century. 
261 Different variations of the title are preserved: Pyrrha or Prometheus, Pyrrha, 
Prometheus, Deucalion. 
262 Fr. 116 refers to a Leucarion 
263 See Rusten at al. 2011, 71-72. 
264 E.g. Apollodorus’s Bibliotheca (1.7.2), Ovid’s Metamorphoses (1.163-312), and 
Hyginus’s Fabulae (153). Hyginus sets the aftermath of the flood on Mount Aetna. 
Epicharmus thus may have set his comedy in Sicily, although the fragments of Pyrrha 
and Prometheus do not directly support this. Cf. Kerkhof 2001, 137. Apollodorus and 
Pindar set the aftermath of the flood on Mount Parnassus. 
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to argue that Epicharmus has added each of these innovations himself. Nevertheless, 
there is no reason to assume that he has taken the myth wholesale from another source, 
and it is likely that he is contributing in some way to the myth’s development. As we 
observed in the previous chapter, Epicharmus’ Odysseus the Deserter departs radically 
from potential Homeric models, so we should not assume that he necessary follows 
earlier treatments closely. Furthermore, it is not a hurdle that Epicharmus’ version, or one 
close to it, becomes canonical since, as we have seen in chapter one and will see in 
chapter six, comic treatments of myth were influential. 
 Epicharmus has, therefore, likely contributed something to the myth in his 
comedy, possibly the roles of Prometheus, Pyrrha, and Deucalion or the creation of a new 
race of humans from rocks. At the beginning of the preserved papyrus fragment (fr. 113), 
Pyrrha and Deucalion are preparing an ark (λάρναξ, 2, 6).265 Decaulion relays specific 
instructions to make it of sharp-ashwood (ὀξυµελεϊνοπετ[, fr. 113.3), to make it big 
enough for themselves and a month of provisions (ἁλίκα χ’ ὕµ’ ἐγχά[δηι / … κ]αὶ 
µηνιῆιον ἐφό[διον, 4-5), and finally even to make it bright (ποικίλ[αν / ... ποικίλαϲ, 6-
7). The description of the ark takes up at least eight lines of the text, and this discussion 
about how much to pack and how to decorate the ark is likely humorous given that 
Deucalion and Pyrrha are preparing for a cataclysm that will wipe out all mankind. Even 
if Prometheus has told the pair why they must build the ark, Pyrrha immediately 
expresses skepticism about the god’s motives. She says, “I’m suspicious and afraid that 
                                                




he’ll … and go off with all of our possessions” (ὑ]ποπτεύω γα καὶ δέδοικ’ ἐγὼν / µὴ 
[…τ]ὰ ϲκευάρια πάντα βᾶι φέρώ[ν, fr. 113.10-11). Pyrrha seems to think that this is all 
an elaborate ruse to get them out of the house for a robbery. She even etymologizes and 
puns on Prometheus name as a fore-thinking god (ὁ Προµα[θεὺϲ …] … 
προµαθεούµενοϲ, fr. 113.12). 
 Pyrrha seems to be wary of the god’s wily reputation, which we find in Hesiod’s 
epics. Hesiod depicts Prometheus as a trickster god who (sometimes unsuccessfully) 
provides benefits to men. He attempts to trick Zeus into taking an inferior portion of a 
sacrifice, and he steals fire from Zeus and gives it to man (Theogony 521-616). As 
punishment for man, Zeus builds the first woman as an evil (a more detailed version is 
told at Works and Days 42-105). The humans, therefore, have reason to be skeptical of 
Prometheus and his effectiveness, and Epicharmus’ Pyrrha seems to be reacting to this 
Hesiodic reputation. She fears Prometheus will just trick and steal from them, as he did to 
Zeus.  
 Epicharmus’ Prometheus, however, has evolved from his previous epic 
manifestations, and he redeems himself by warning Deucalion and Pyrrha about the 
coming flood. In neither the Theogony or Works and Days does Hesiod suggest that 
Prometheus saves man from anything, and Epicharmus’ god has thereby expanded his 
importance to mankind.266 His previous benefits are not forgotten. Pyrrha’s very name 
recalls fire, and later in the play someone recounts the difficulties of life before mankind 
possessed fire: it is essential for baking, drying clothes, and bathing (fr. 113.241-253). 
                                                
266 This Prometheus is similar to his Near Eastern counterparts Enki, a Sumerian god, and 
Ea, an Akkadian god, who save humans from a flood. 
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Perhaps someone is praising Prometheus for his continued support of mankind or perhaps 
man has once again lost access to fire, requiring the further assistance of Prometheus. 
 Whether this depiction of Prometheus is original to Epicharmus or not, the comic 
poet certainly plays an interesting and perhaps important role in developing the myth. 
According to a scholiast on Apollonius, in the Catalogue of Women (fr. 2 MW) 
Deucalion is the son of Prometheus and Pandora, and so there may be some earlier link 
between these mythological figures. There is no direct reference to the flood, however, 
and in the Pyrrha and Prometheus, there is no indication that Deucalion and Prometheus 
are related. In the fifth century, the myth is alluded to in Pindar Olympian 9 and the 
Prometheus Bound attributed to Aeschylus. Epicharmus, Pindar, and Aeschylus spent 
time in the court of the Syracusan tyrants.267 Pindar composed many odes for the tyrants 
and, as a contemporary of Epicharmus, would have likely known the comic poet. Pindar’s 
Olympian 9, however, was performed in 466, very likely after Epicharmus’ career, and so 
Pindar himself would not have produced the first literary treatment of the myth. The 
Athenian tragedian Aeschylus also spent time in Syracuse. According to the Vita 
Aeschyli, Aeschylus went to Sicily twice at the invitation of the tyrant Hieron, performed 
in his court, and even died in the Sicilian city of Gela. In Sicily Aeschylus probably met 
Epicharmus, who certainly knew Aeschylus’ work. Each wrote a Persians, and 
Epicharmus makes fun of Aeschylus’ use of the word τιµαλφούµενον (fr. 221).  
 It has been suggested, therefore, that Epicharmus has taken his depiction of 
Prometheus from Aeschylus, but this thesis is problematic. Webster argues, “The 
                                                
267 See Bosher 2006, 20, on the flourishing literary culture of the Syracusan court even 
before Epicharmus’ time. 
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Prometheus who instituted cooking and hot baths [i.e., the Prometheus of Epicharmus’ 
comedy] is not simply a firestealer but the inventor of the arts, and this conception of 
Prometheus seems to have been due to Aeschylus [in the Prometheus Bound], who 
combined the Attic potter god with the Hesiodic Titan.”268 It is now generally agreed, 
however, that Aeschylus himself did not produce the Prometheus Bound. Sommerstein 
has argued that Aeschylus’ son Euphorion reworked and produced the play in his father’s 
name after his death, possibly around 440 or even in the late 430s.269 Nevertheless, if at 
least part of the play can be attributed to Aeschylus, two prominent poets of the tyrant 
Hieron’s court may have collaborated in shaping this new Prometheus.  
 Yet, the Prometheus Bound itself alludes to some previous treatment of the myth 
of man’s destruction, and it is possible that the allusion is to the Pyrrha and Prometheus, 
certainly produced before 440. In this tragedy, Prometheus claims that he has previously 
saved mankind: “he [Zeus] made no mention of wretched mortals, but he desired to make 
a new race after destroying them completely, and no one resisted these plans except me. I 
dared; I saved men from being destroyed and sent to Hades” (233-38). The opaqueness of 
this allusion suggests that the audience knew of some story in which Prometheus was a 
savior to mortals. Stephanie West has argued that the Titanomachy of the Sicilian epic 
Eumulus was the source for both the Prometheus Bound and Pyrrha and Prometheus, 
but, as even she admits, the fragments of Eumelus’ epic contain no references to the flood 
                                                
268 See Pickard-Cambridge 1962, 267 
269 Sommerstein 2010b, 228-32, advancing an idea of Griffith 1977. Pattoni 1987 
criticizes Griffith’s analysis and argues for Aeschylean authenticity. For the date of 440, 
see M. L. West 1979; for a production in the late 430s, see Bees 1993. 
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or even to the god Prometheus.270 Furthermore, the title does not lead us to believe the 
flood falls within the scope of the epic.  
 The primary reason to suppose that the Prometheus Bound does not allude 
directly to Epicharmus’ treatment is the fallacious assumption that a tragedian would not 
refer to a comedian. Aeschylus influenced Epicharmus’ comedies, but this relationship 
was not a one-way street (from tragedy to comedy). Aeschylus’ own work shows 
influence from his time in Sicily. Stanford identifies thirty-seven possible Sicilianisms in 
the work of Aeschlyus,271 and Willi argues that Aeschylus’ idea for adding a second actor 
to his tragedies came from collaboration with Epicharmus in Sicily.272 Indeed, we should 
be more open to the possibility that the court poets shared ideas and collaborated more 
than is usually acknowledged, and it is possible that Epicharmus could have influenced 
Aeschylus’ Prometheus Bound. 
 A more significant hurdle, however, is knowing whether the Athenian audience of 
the Prometheus Bound could have known the Pyrrha and Prometheus. The tragedy does 
assume a familiarity with a previous version, but it is debated when texts of Epicharmus 
were available in Athens. Kerkhof finds no conclusive evidence that texts were available 
in the fifth century. 273  But if the allusion in Prometheus Bound is not to Pyrrha and 
Prometheus, it is possibly late enough to allude to the treatment of the same myth in the 
Antmen of Pherecrates, who won his first victory in 438/7.  
                                                
270 S. West 1994 
271 Stanford 1937-38 and 1942. See also Lobel 1941 
272 Willi forthcoming 
273 Kerkhof 2001 
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 Although the evidence about Prometheus is inconclusive, Epicharmus’ treatment 
of the myth seems to be innovative and influential in at least one regard: the genesis of a 
new race of men and women from rocks. Pindar Olympian 9 refers to this creation story, 
and two scholia on this passage refer to possibly earlier accounts. Acusilaus, a 
mythographer of the archaic period, is said to have recounted the recreation of man from 
rocks (Σ Ol. 9.70a), but another scholium (Σ Ol. 9.70b = Epicharmus fr. 120) attributes 
the myth to the comic poet: “Epicharmus says people are named from rocks, i.e., stones” 
(Ἐπίχαρµοϲ ἀπὸ τῶν λάων τῶν λίθων ὠνοµάϲθαι λαούϲ φηϲίν).274 The joke here is 
the similarity in Greek between the words people (λαοί) and stone (λᾶαϲ).275 Of course, 
this type of etymologizing word play is not exclusive to comedy, but it is remarkable that 
the scholiast cites Epicharmus as an authority for this version of the myth. The scholiast 
likely did not know for certain who influenced Pindar, but he, at least, does not rule out 
the earlier treatment of the comic poet who, like Pindar, had ties to Hieron’s court. 
 It is difficult to determine what role Epicharmus has played in the creation of this 
new myth, which fused together Prometheus, Deucalion, and Pyrrha into a story about the 
destruction and recreation of mankind. I suggest, however, that Epicharmus has 
contributed in some way since his Odysseus the Deserter features many innovations to 
                                                
274 The text is corrupt, and an alternate manuscript reading is: Ἐπίχαρµοϲ ἀπὸ τῶν 
λίθων λαοὺϲ τοὺϲ ὄχλουϲ ὠνοµάϲθαι φηϲίν (“Epicharmus says people are called 
mobs because of stones”). 
275 On wordplay in Epicharmus, see Willi 2008, 156-57. Cf. Hyginus’s Fabulae 153.3: 
quos Deucalion iactavit, viros esse iussit, quos Pyrrha, mulieres. ob eam rem laos dictus; 
laas enim Graece lapis dicitur (“those [sc. rocks] which Deucalion threw, he [sc. Zeus] 
commanded to be men, and those which Pyrrha threw, women. Therefore they are called 
people [laos], because in Greek a rock is called a laas.”). 
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Homeric myth. Moreover, other comedians were also interested in this myth, even if they 
did not follow Epicharmus’ lead. 
 
Pherecrates’ Antmen 
Pherecrates, a comic poet writing about 440-410 BCE, also treated the Great Flood, but 
he treated the story much differently from Epicharmus. The extant fragments of 
Pherecrates’ comedy provide only enough clues to suggest tantalizing possibilities, but it 
is clear that he has somehow fused together the myth of the flood and the myth of the 
antmen.  
 The Antmen depicts the Flood with which Zeus intends to destroy mankind, but 
this plan is foiled by Deucalion and Pyrrha, who are helped by a new species of Antmen. 
Based on the title alone, we would never guess that the comedy treated the Great Flood, 
but the fragments indicate it was a significant focus of the plot. The only character we 
can identify for certain is Deucalion, who is addressed in fr. 125: 
 µηδέποτ’ ἰχθύν, ὦ Δευκαλίων, µηδ’ ἢν αἰτῶ παραθῆιϲ µοι. 
 Never serve me fish, Deucalion, not even if I ask. 
The speaker is likely Deucalion’s wife Pyrrha, who usually accompanies him in this 
myth. Perhaps this fragments comes from the same scene as fr. 117, where fish are also 
discussed: 
 {Α} τί ληρεῖϲ; ἀλλὰ φωνὴν οὐκ ἔχειν 
 ἰχθύν γε φαϲι τὸ παράπαν. {Β} νὴ τὼ θεώ, 
 οὐκ ἔϲτιν ἰχθὺϲ ἄλλοϲ οὐδεὶϲ ἢ βόαξ. 
 




 (B) By the two goddesses, no fish, that is, other than the grunt fish. 
Neither speaker is secure, but the oath by the two goddesses indicates that speaker B is a 
woman.276 At this point in the drama, Deucalion and Pyrrha are obviously sick of fish. 
They seem to have no company except each other, and perhaps Pyrrha has resorted to 
talking to fish. Moreover, since they seem to have only fish to eat, they are not as 
prepared as their counterparts in Epicharmus’ comedy, who are told to pack a month’s 
worth of supplies. 
 Indeed, the fragments of Pherecratres’ treatment suggest that Deucalion and 
Pyrrha have little time to prepare for the coming storm. In fr. 119, orders for the 
construction of a ship are given very hastily: 
 ἀλλ’ ὡϲ τάχιϲτα τὸν γέρονθ’ ἱϲτὸν ποίει. 
 But as quickly as you can, make the old man277 into a mast. 
The characters are certainly caught off guard and must work quickly. It is unclear, 
however, who the speaker, the addressee, and the old man mentioned in the fragment are. 
The old man could be Deucalion himself, especially if his wife Pyrrha is, in fact, the old 
woman mentioned in fr. 122 (“An old, foreign woman having arrived just now,” ξένη 
γυνὴ γραῦϲ ἀρτίωϲ ἀφιγµένη). Alternatively, perhaps an old slave is being used in 
constructing the mast. Although the other fragments offer no clues as to whether 
Prometheus has warned the couple about the storm or if they build a ship only when the 
storm approaches, Prometheus could be a character in this scene. Perhaps Prometheus is 
                                                
276 Only female characters swear by the two goddesses, Demeter and Kore.  
277 A γέρων (old man) is a name for some part of a ship and gets its name because the 
face of an old man is carved into it. See Pollux 7.73. 
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supervising the ship’s construction, or maybe Pyrrha is requesting that the god 
metamorphose an old man into a mast. The theme of metamorphosis, therefore, would be 
introduced before the ants are turned into men. Fr. 118 mentions the storm: 
 οἴµοι κακοδαίµων, αἰγὶϲ αἰγὶϲ ἔρχεται. 
 Oh my, I’m unlucky, a storm, a storm is coming 
The repetition of αἰγίϲ suggests surprise or at least anxiety about the approaching storm. 
The word choice for storm (literally aegis) is an interesting one. The aegis is sometimes 
used to describe Zeus’ shield, and so the word αἰγίϲ suggests that Zeus himself has 
played some part in the storm’s creation. 
 The title clearly indicates that, in addition to the myth of the flood, Pherecrates 
also treated the myth of the antmen.278 In a preserved fragment from the Catalogue of 
Women (fr. 205 MW), Hesiod himself does not name these people, but the scholiast calls 
them Myrmidons, rather than Pherecrates’ Μυρµηκάνθρωποι. From this Hesiodic 
fragment, we learn that when Aeacus reaches adolescence, he is alone on an island279 and 
so his father Zeus turns the ants on the island into men and women. These people, Hesiod 
tells us, become the first to build ships with sails. Ovid tells a slightly different version 
(Met. 7.506-660). The island is stricken by a plague because Juno is jealous of Zeus’ 
relationship with Aegina. After the plague kills most of the people on the island, Aeacus 
prays to his father to make more men, as many as there are ants, and Zeus thus makes the 
ants into men, who are called Myrmidons (Myrmidonas, 7.654). 
                                                
278 See Gantz 1993, 220, for the traditional accounts of the myth. 
279 The island is likely his mother, Aegina (cf. Pindar Ol. 8 and Nem. 3). 
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 With a little innovation, this Antmen myth could provide another possible 
explanation for the recreation of man after the flood. Unfortunately, the comedy’s 
fragments do not indicate how Pherecrates stitched these two myths together. The 
Antmen could have made up the chorus, and fr. 126 is probably addressed to the Antmen 
themselves: 
 ἆρα ποθ’ ὑµεῖϲ ⟨ 
  ⟩ καὶ τῆϲ ὀροφῆϲ τὸν χοῦν 
 κατὰ τῆϲ κεφαλῆϲ καταµήϲονται 
 λαγαριζόµενοι. 
Won’t you sometime ... and scraping they pile the dirt of the colony upon his 
head.  
 
Whether Aeacus was a character is less certain. The mythological tradition suggests he 
could easily appear in the drama, and perhaps fr. 121 refers to Aeacus: 
 ὕϲτερον ἀρᾶται κἀπιθεάζει τῶι πατρί. 
 Later he prayed and invoked his father. 
As in Ovid, this fragment could be Aeacus praying to his father Zeus to rectify a problem. 
One problem in interpreting this fragment is the meaning of the words ἀρᾶται and 
ἐπιθεάζει, the latter a rare word in Classical Greek. Storey translates the fragment: 
“Afterwards he curses and prays against his father.” Plato uses the word ἐπιθεάζων 
(Phaedrus 241b) in a seemingly hostile context, but there, perhaps significantly, the word 
takes no object. The verb need not have the exact same force here, however, and 
ἀράοµαι, a much more common word, can have either a neutral or negative sense, and 
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the latter meaning usually takes an accusative direct object.280 Both words, therefore, 
have a sufficiently flexible meaning so that it does not necessarily mean pray “against” 
anyone, but here could mean pray “to” someone.  
 Regardless of whether Aeacus appears in the drama, the comedy combined some 
aspect of the Myrmidon myth into the myth of the flood. These two myths could be fused 
in different ways. The Myrmidons’ reputation as shipbuilders, found already in Hesiodic 
epic, would explain their presence in this story, where the main characters must build a 
ship posthaste. If the Antmen do make up the chorus, they would likely appear near the 
beginning of the comedy and thus before the storm approaches. Alternatively, the 
Antmen could themselves be the new race of man created to repopulate the earth after the 
flood. Perhaps Deucalion and Pyrrha survive the storm and find Aeacus stranded on an 
island. Aeacus could then pray to his father Zeus to repopulate the earth, and the father of 
gods and men would turn the ants into men, as he does in Ovid’s Metamorphoses. These, 
however, are only two possible scenarios, and, as we have seen, the comic poets could 
come up with radical, completely unexpected and unpredictable versions of well-known 
myths. 
 It is surprising that the myth of the Great Flood, taken so seriously by many 
religions, was treated by the comic poets of Greece. There is no indication that 
Epicharmus or Pherecrates has mocked any tradition, either Greek or foreign, and the 
myth does lend itself to comedy. It involves a husband and wife pair in a distorted 
                                                
280 Cf. Aeschylus Seven Against Thebes 633; Prometheus Bound 912; Sophocles OT 251, 
OC 952; Andocides 1.31, although it can take an accusative in a positive sense (cf. 
Herodotus 1.132) and appear without a direct object in a negative sense (cf. Euripides 
Alcestis 714; Sophocles OT 1291). 
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domestic scenario set on a ship, a wily god trying to undermine Zeus, fantastic 
metamorphoses, and a happy ending. 
 
 
FUSING MYTHS WITH REALITY 
Another technique used by the comic poets in their pursuit of originality was a fusion of a 
different kind. Comedians frequently blurred the lines between myth and reality, 
sometimes even bringing gods into a fictional Athens. It is unclear whether Epicharmus 
and the other Sicilian comedians also brought gods into their own comic Syracuse or if 
this plot device originated in Athens. Cratinus, as we shall see, certainly depicted gods in 
his own city, and in this section, we will examine how Cratinus and an unidentified 
comic poet have created a topsy-turvy mythological scenario in their fusions of myth and 
contemporary society. 
 
An Overthrow of Cronus281 
In a quite amusing monologue from an unknown play, Rhea complains about Cronus’ 
treatment of her children. The author of the fragment manipulates his audience’s 
expectations by playing with the story told in the Theogony. According to Hesiod 
(Theogony 453-91), Cronus hears a prophecy that one of his children will overthrow him, 
and so he swallows them all. Rhea, however, substitutes a rock for the baby Zeus, and 
Cronus swallows the rock instead. Zeus is raised in secret so he can grow up to overthrow 
                                                
281 The fragment has been attributred to Philiscus, who wrote a Birth of Zeus, by Austin 
(CGFP), but Nesselrath 1994, 25-26, suggests an attribution to Antiphanes because of 
“the wit and liveliness exhibited in such a masterly fashion” in fr. 1062. 
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his father. Familiarity with this myth, either Hesiod’s or one similar to it, enriches the 
fragment, but the comedian creates a new, essentially rationalized version of the story in 
which mythological events occur in a contemporary setting.  
 Perhaps during the prologue to the play, Rhea laments: 
{ῬΕΑ} “τί οὖν ἐµοὶ τῶ̣ν̣̣ ϲ[̣ῶν µέ]λει;” φαίη τιϲ ἂν 
ὑµῶν. ἐγὼ δ’ ἐρῶ [τ]ὸ Σοφοκλέουϲ ἔποϲ· 
“πέπονθα δεινά.” πάντα µοι γέρων Κρ[όνοϲ 
τὰ παιδί’ ἐκπίνει τε καὶ κατεϲθίει, 
ἐµοὶ δὲ τούτων προϲδίδωϲιν οὐδὲ ἕν, 
ἀλλ’ αὐτὸϲ ἔρδει χειρὶ καὶ Μεγαράδ’ ἄγων 
ὅ τι ἂν τέκω ’γὼ τοῦτο πωλῶν ἐϲθίει. 
δέδοικε γὰρ τὸν χρηϲµὸν ὥϲπερ κυν[ 
ἔχρηϲε γὰρ Κρόνωι ποθ’ Ἁπόλλων δραχ[µήν, 
κἆιτ’ οὐκ ἀπέλαβε. ταῦτα δὴ θυµὸν πνέ[ων 
ἑτέραν ἔχρηϲε[ν οὐκέτι] δρα[χ]µῶ[ν ἀ]ξ[ίαν, 
οὐ ϲκευάρια, µὰ τὸν Δί’, οὐδὲ χρήµατα, 
ἐκ τῆϲ βαϲιλείαϲ δ’ ἐκπεϲεῖν ὑπὸ π[αιδίου. 
τοῦ]τ’ οὖν δεδοικὼϲ πάντα καταπί[νει τέκνα. 
 
(Rhea) “What business of yours is a concern to me?” some of you may ask. I will 
quote the line of Sophocles: “I have suffered terribly.” Old Cronus gulps and 
gobbles down all my children, and he gives not a one of them over to me. But he 
himself does this with his hand and taking whatever child I bear to Megara, he 
sells it and gobbles up the proceeds, because he fears the prophecy like ... For 
Apollo once advanced Cronus a drachma, and he didn’t pay it back. Apollo, wroth 
in his heart, no longer advanced anything worth a drachma, neither objects, by 
Zeus, nor money, but instead told him in advance about falling out of power on 
account of a child. Because he’s afraid of this, he gulps down all [the children]. 
       adespota fr. 1062 
 
This Rhea is the same goddess of Hesiod’s epic, but the ludicrousness of the passage is 
signaled at the beginning of the fragment.282  This Rhea is apparently a lover of the 
tragedies of Sophocles, and she attempts to garner sympathy with the addressees, 
                                                
282 On the rationalization of the myth in this fragment, see Nesselrath 1990, 229-33, 




possibly the audience, by quoting the famous tragedian.283 Thus the fourth-wall is 
ruptured before Rhea launches into a description of her predicament. Her husband 
Cronus, she seems to say, has swallowed (ἐκπίνει) and devoured (κατεϲθίει) her children. 
Hesiod uses the verb καταπίνειν, used of swallowing liquids and solids, to describe 
Cronus’ swallowing his children (Theogony 459, 473), but the comic scenario implies 
that Cronus is actually eating his children. The audience would be in suspense, 
wondering how the Olympians will escape if they have been chewed and digested. She 
continues to garner sympathy as she says Cronus does not give her any of the children. At 
this point, however, the myth is rationalized as she then tells us that Cronus is only 
metaphorically devouring the profits (τοῦτο πωλῶν ἐϲθίει) from selling the children as 
slaves at Megara.  
 When Rhea tells the audience why Cronus is selling the children, she once again 
plays with our expectations of the story. Cronus sells the children because he fears a 
prophecy (χρηϲµὸν). In Hesiod, Cronus swallows his offspring to circumvent the 
prophecy the he will be overthrown by them. With this mythological background, the 
comic Cronus seems incompetent since he thinks selling his children will prevent them 
from reaching their full, divine potential. In the next line, however, our expectations are 
jolted, as Rhea explains that Apollo has lent Cronus money. The verb ἔχρηϲε, meaning 
both “to prophecy” and “to lend,” echoes χρηϲµὸν in the previous line, suggesting that 
Cronus has received a prophecy. But the meaning changes only with the last word of the 
line, δραχµήν, and now we know that Cronus has received money from Apollo. So once 
                                                
283 The phrase appears in Sophocles’ Oedipus at Colonus (892) 
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again, through subtle wordplay, our expectations are manipulated and overturned by 
economic puns: Cronus is not gobbling down children but profits, and he fears not a 
prophecy but the loan shark Apollo.  
 With the introduction of Apollo into the narrative, the story becomes even more 
ridiculous. In retribution for not repaying the loan, Apollo will not lend Cronus anything 
more, but he will tell him a prophecy about being overthrown by his children. Once 
again, the double meaning of the word ἔχρηϲε is activated, and we return to the 
traditional story, albeit a nonsensical one. Cronus is selling his children, including 
presumably Apollo’s father Zeus, because he fears being overthrown, but the prophecy 
about being overthrown comes from Apollo, Cronus’ grandson, in retribution for not 
repaying the loan. The fragment ends at this point in the narrative, and so it is unclear 
where the story is going. The final preserved word καταπί[νει could signal a return to the 
traditional story in which Cronus literally swallows the children (cf. καταπίνειν in 
Theogony 459, 473). Alternatively, καταπί[νει could continue the banking metaphor; 
Cronus is perhaps attempting to repay Apollo’s loan by selling his own children as 
slaves, and at this point in the story, Cronus would be in a perpetual cycle of selling 
children to repay the loan and selling children to avoid being overthrown. The confusion 
of time and the sequence of events is emphasized by Rhea’s swearing by her own son 
Zeus (µὰ τὸν Δί’), who does not yet reign on Olympus. 
 The story is not simply an absurdist, rationalist take on the famous triple 
succession myth of Greek mythology. The narrative is carefully constructed to play with 
our expectations of this story, and Rhea shatters these expectations through the use of 
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banking metaphors. This is made possible by the fusing of myth and contemporary reality 
and concerns. In the end, the audience must feel like Cronus, worried about the ambiguity 
of language and prophecy, never able to grasp its true meaning.  
 
Cratinus’ Wealth Gods 
The final comedy discussed in this chapter is a fusion of two different myths, as well as 
myth and reality. Wealth Gods (Plutoi) were traditionally credited with (or blamed for) 
dividing wealth, and they appear in many different literary accounts of the archaic and 
classical periods. In comedy, the most famous treatment of these divinities is in 
Aristophanes’ Wealth, in which a single divinity distributes wealth unjustly because he is 
blind. Cratinus’ Wealth Gods, however, makes these gods Titans and thus offers a unique 
etiology for the unjust distribution of wealth in his fictional world: the gods were 
imprisoned by Zeus and so unable to exercise their proper authority over the economy. 
Cratinus’ comedy has introduced this innovation (Plutoi as Titans) not as some far-
fetched joke—in fact it seems to have been only a minor point made at the beginning of 
the comedy—but as a mythological explanation for one of his own society’s ills.284 
 Hesiod identifies two different origins for the god or gods of wealth. In Works 
and Days (121-26), the Ploutodotai (Wealth-givers) are the spirits of the men of the 
Golden Age of Cronus. After their generation ends, they become good spirits (ἐϲθλοὶ 
δαίµονεϲ) and are “guardians of men, who watch over judgments and crooked deeds, and 
they are shrouded in mist, wandering everywhere on the earth.” In the Theogony (969-
                                                
284 See Bakola 2013, who discusses the unjust distribution of wealth in Wealth Gods and 
argues that the comedy can help us interpret Aeschylus’ Oresteia. 
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74), a similar description is given to Plutus, the son of Demeter and Iasion: Plutus is a 
“good” (ἐϲθλόϲ) god who “goes everywhere on the earth and broad back of the sea, and 
he makes rich and grants great happiness to whoever finds him and into whose hands he 
may come.” Likewise, in the Homeric Hymn to Demeter (486-89), Demeter and 
Persephone send Plutus, “who gives riches to mortal men,” to those men they cherish. 
Thus archaic epic offers differing accounts of the origins of Plutus or the Plutoi, but we 
find no complaints about their favoring unjust or wicked men.  
 The first extant suggestion that these gods distribute wealth improperly is found in 
the lyric poets. In a clear contrast to the depiction of Plutos in epic, Timocreon (PMG 
731) says, “You, blind wealth, ought not to be seen on earth neither on the sea nor on 
land, but you should dwell in hellish Tartaros, because on your account everything is 
always bad (κακά) for men.” In a similar vein, Hipponax (36 West) calls Plutos both 
blind (τυφλόϲ) and feeble-minded (δείλαιοϲ τὰϲ φρέναϲ). 
 Cratinus’ Wealth Gods combines several of these elements from archaic epic and 
lyric poetry to offer a unique explanation for the unjust distribution of wealth in society. 
The details of the plot are impossible to reconstruct, but an eponymous chorus of golden 
age deities come to Athens because, as the chorus tells us, the tyranny is over and the 
people now rule. A fragmentary parodos clearly identifies the gods: 
{ΧΟΡΟϹ} ἀλλ’ ἀξιόνικον[   2 
ἀποφαινόµεν[ο 
τὸ τυχὸν ϲτέργει[ν 
µὴ ξυντυχίαιϲι ⌊βαρυνόµενοι  5 
 µενετοὶ κριταὶ ο ̣ ̣[ 
... 
ὧν δ’ οὕνεκ’ ἐφήϲαµεν [   9 
πεύϲεϲθ’ ἤδη.     10 
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Τιτᾶνεϲ µὲν γενεάν ἐϲµ[εν 
Πλοῦτοι δ’ ἐκαλούµεθ’ ὅτ’ [ἦρχε Κρόνοϲ. 
τότε δ’ ἦν φωνῆνθ’ ὅτε   ̣[ 
κατέπιν’ ἀκόναιϲ 
κλωγµὸν πολὺν αἰνετὸϲ ὑ[µῖν.  15 
{?} εἶτα δὲ κλέπτειϲ τὸν Δία  ̣[   
... 
 Κ]ρόνον ἐγβα[   18 
 κ]αὶ Τιτᾶναϲ το[ 
  ]νταϲ δεϲµ[   20 
desunt versus 4 
 δεϲµ̣̣ὸϲ ξ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ο ̣[ 
{ΧΟ.} ὡϲ δὲ τυραννίδοϲ ἀρχὴ λ[̣έλυται 
δῆµοϲ δὲ κρατεῖ, 
δεῦρ’ ἐϲύθηµεν πρὸϲ ο̣ ̣[ 
αὐτοκαϲίγνητόν τε παλαιὸν  25 
 ζητοῦντε[ϲ] κεἰ ϲαθρὸν ἤδη.   
... 
 πλουτοῦϲ]ιν ἀδίκωϲ ἐνθάδε  46 
... 
 
(Chorus) But worthy of victory ... showing ... to accept chance lest, burdened by 
circumstances the patient judges ... On account of which we said ...  You will hear 
immediately. We are Titans by birth, and we were called Plutoi when [Cronus 
reigned]. And then there were speaking ... when he swallowed down ... with 
whetstones,285 praiseworthy to you with much applause. (?) And then you stole 
Zeus286 ... [Overthrew?] Cronus ... and Titans ... [bonds?] ... bonds ... (Ch.) And as 
                                                
285 The Chorus claims that someone “swallows with whetstones” something, and this is 
usually interpreted as “Cronus swallows his children with whetstones” (see Storey 2011 
Vol. 1, 349). The plural “whetstones” is odd, because the traditional tale is that Cronus 
swallowed all of his children except for Zeus, for whom a stone was substituted. Have all 
the Olympians escaped the jowls of Cronus? Perhaps instead of supplementing “children” 
we should supplement “swaddling clothes” or something similar. If children, however, is 
the correct supplement, does this mean Cronus enjoys a whetstone appetizer before 
devouring each Olympian child? 
286 εἶτα δὲ κλέπτειϲ τὸν Δία has sometimes been translated “you stole from Zeus” and 
has been used to support the argument that Prometheus was addressed onstage. But this 
translation would most likely take a genitive of person robbed with accusative direct 
object. It could possibly mean “you cheated Zeus” (so Bakola 2010, 129-34). Another 
possible, overlooked meaning is “you took (sc. infant) Zeus away,” which suits the 
grammar and the passage’s narrative. Just before this line the Chorus describes Cronus’ 
devouring the children, and after this line, the story of Cronus’ overthrow and the 
imprisonment of the Titans is told. In this context, it seems more likely that the Chorus 
describes Zeus’ rescue from Cronus rather than Prometheus’ theft of fire from Zeus. 
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the rule of tyranny [has been destroyed?] and the people rule, we rushed here to 
our ancient brother,287 seeking even if he is already feeble. ... the unjustly wealthy 
here ...  
     fr. 171.2-6, 9-16, 18-26, 46 
The Chorus is made up of Wealth Gods, and Cratinus uniquely identifies them as Titans. 
This innovation is not a fanciful story that would garner laughs; rather, by identifying the 
Wealth Gods as Titans, Cratinus explains the unjust distribution of wealth in his fictional 
world. As Titans, the Wealth Gods were imprisoned—bonds (δεϲµὸϲ) are mentioned 
twice—and so unable to exercise their prerogative. Cratinus thus reverses the sentiment 
found in Timocreon’s poem. Instead of deserving to live in hell because of their unjust 
administration of earthly goods, Cratinus’ Wealth Gods have been living in hell and 
therefore could not act properly.  
 Now that they are released, the Wealth Gods enter Athens. Like Rhea in the 
fragment above, the Wealth Gods use drama as a way to blur the lines between the 
dramatic fiction and the reality of the audience. They talk about the dramatic competition 
by referring to victory (ἀξιόνικον) and judges (κριταὶ), and they seem to refer to a 
previous production that stimulated a reaction from the audience (κλωγµὸν πολὺν 
αἰνετὸϲ ὑ[µῖν). Finally, they explain that they have rushed here (δεῦρ’) after being freed 
following the overthrow of the tyranny. With the word tyranny, myth and reality are 
                                                                                                                                            
Perhaps, then, the Chorus is addressing Rhea or someone else who has hidden Zeus from 
his father (cf. Luppe 1967, 66). The subsequent second-person singular verb offers no 
further clues to this character’s identity, but together these two verbs suggest the 
character participated in saving Zeus (“you stole Zeus,” 16) but does not know why the 
Titans have come (“the first excuse ... you will shortly hear,” 27-28). 
287 Bakola 2010, 129-30, argues that the brother could be Prometheus, or at least a 
Prometheus-like character, but his identity cannot be discovered from the preserved 
portions of the play. 
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blurred once again. The tyranny is, mythologically speaking, that of Zeus,288 who had 
originally imprisoned the Titans, but Cratinus also seems to be blurring the identity of 
Zeus and Pericles, who has also been recently deposed.289 The word demos brings us into 
the historical situation of Athens, and although Pericles is not mentioned directly by 
name in the preserved text, he seems to be mocked at least by innuendo (ἔµφαϲιϲ), as in 
the Dionysalexandros.290 In other plays, Pericles’ identity is assimilated with a comic 
Zeus, 291  and the powerful politician was commonly accused of having tyrannical 
ambitions.292 If the parodos does refer to Pericles’ ouster from power,293 the play would 
likely date to 430.294 
 Now that these Wealth Gods are in a contemporary Athens free from tyranny, 
they proceed to punish the unjustly wealthy. In the parodos, the Chorus seems to suggest 
that this is one reason for their presence in Athens (although the supplement πλουτοῦϲιν 
in line 46 is uncertain), and at least one prominent Athenian Hagnon295 was put on trial 
for amassing wealth unjustly: 
{?} µάρτυραϲ τοὺϲ προϲκεκληµένο[υϲ 
τῶιδε χρή· τοῦ Ϲτειριῶϲ γὰρ εὐκτὰ το̣υ̣[ 
ὃν καλοῦϲ’ Ἅγνωνα νῦν καὶ δῆµον η[̣ 
{?} οὗτοϲ οὐ πλουτεῖ δικαίωϲ ἐνθάδ’ ὥϲτε̣ [κλαύϲεται 
                                                
288 Cf. the ending of Aristophanes’ Birds, where Zeus is replaced. 
289 Luppe 1967, 68, argues that the “end of tyranny” refers exclusively to the reign of 
Pericles, not Zeus, but this is too strict. 
290 Cf. the hypothesis to the Dionysalexandros (test. i) and chapter 2. 
291 E.g., Aristophanes’ Acharnians 530-34, Peace 604-14, Teleclides fr. 45 
292 See Henderson 2003, 162-63. 
293 Cf. Thucydides 2.65.3-4. 
294 Bakola 2010, 213-20, discusses the possible political allusions and dating in detail. 
Without more text of the play, it is difficult to draw definitive conclusions. 




The summoned witnesses must […] here, for the desired things of the man of 
Steira, whom they call Hagnon now and the deme ... (?) He is not justly wealthy 
here so [he should regret it]. 
       fr. 171.66-69 
 
 With these trials, Cratinus has fused together different myths and elements from 
archaic poetry. As in Timocreon and Hipponax, wealth is divided unfairly, but unlike 
Timocreon and Hipponax, Cratinus does not blame society’s economic disparity on the 
Wealth Gods. In fact, Cratinus returns to the conception of the gods found in archaic epic, 
where the gods distribute wealth appropriately. In Hesiod’s Works and Days, the gods of 
wealth are associated with an idyllic Golden Age. This first, golden age of man was made 
up of those who would later become the Wealth-givers. At that time, Cronus was in 
power (ἐµβαϲίλευεν, Works and Days 111). These men spent their time at festivals, not 
working, and the fields produced everything on their own (αὐτοµάτη, 118). 
 Cratinus’ Wealth-gods also inhabited a Golden Age during the reign of Cronus: 
οἷϲ δὴ βαϲιλεὺϲ Κρόνοϲ ἦν τὸ παλαιόν,  
ὅτε τοῖϲ ἄρτοιϲ ἠϲτραγάλιζον, µᾶζαι δ’ ἐν ταῖϲι παλαίϲτραιϲ 
Αἰγιναῖαι κατεβέβληντο δρυπεπεῖϲ βώλοιϲ τε κοµῶϲαι. 
 
Cronus was their king in the old days when they played knuckle-bones with 
loaves of bread, and Aeginetan barley cakes, ripened on the tree and dense with 
clumps, fell in the palaestras  
       fr. 176 
 
Someone is recounting a time long ago (ἦν τὸ παλαιόν) when the Wealth Gods were not 
imprisoned, and this description serves as a foil to the current situation in Athens. In this 
Golden Age, Cronus was a king (βαϲιλεὺϲ), not a tyrant like Zeus-Pericles, and as in 
Hesiod’s Golden Age, everything was provided automatically (αὐτόµατα τοῖϲι θεὸϲ 
ἀνίει τἀγαθά, fr. 172), guaranteeing plenty of leisure time for playing knucklebones and 
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wrestling in the gymnasium.  After Zeus’ rise to power and the Titan’s imprisonment, 
however, the entire world, or Athens at any rate, seems to have suffered because wealth 
has been distributed unfairly. Now released, the Wealth Gods attempt to rectify the 
economic woes by trying the unjustly wealthy in Athens. The contemporary historical 
situation is again depicted in mythological terms as someone recounts the situation in 
Sparta, now flourishing in another Golden Age: 
ἆρ’ ἀληθῶϲ τοῖϲ ξένοιϲιν ἔϲτιν, ὡϲ λέγουϲ’, ἐκεῖ 
πᾶϲι τοῖϲ ἐλθοῦϲιν ἐν τῆι κοπίδι θοινᾶϲθαι καλῶϲ; 
ἐν δὲ ταῖϲ λέϲχαιϲι φύϲκαι προϲπεπατταλευµέναι 
κατακρέµανται τοῖϲι πρεϲβύταιϲιν ἀποδάκνειν ὀδάξ; 
 
And is it truly possible for the foreigners there, as they say, to eat all they want 
during the festival? And are there sausages hanging from pegs in the meeting hall, 
for the elders to sink their teeth into? 
 
Although Sparta is not mention in this fragment, the kopis is a feast (δείπνοϲ) held in 
Sparta, as Athenaeus (4.138e) tells us when quoting these lines, and so Sparta is very 
likely being described. Although we are not informed about the fragment’s context, the 
fragment itself provides a couple of clues. The Attic -ττ- of προϲπεπατταλευµέναι 
indicates that the speaker is an Athenian, and the present tense verbs suggest he is 
discussing contemporary Spartan society. The speaker is also repeating some story or 
rumor he has heard (cf. ὡϲ λέγουϲ’), and the second-hand account adds to the rumor’s 
mythical tone, defined especially by the abundance of food available even for foreigners.  
 Although little remains of Cratinus’ Wealth Gods, it was clearly a tour de force of 
comedy. It is mythological, political, social satirical, and utopian. It also parodies 
	  	  
153	  
tragedy, including Prometheus Unbound and Aeschylus’ Eumenides.296 Cratinus’ idea to 
bring the gods into a contemporary Athens may stem from the parody of the Eumenides, 
in which Aeschylus depicts the gods interacting with mytho-historical Athenian citizens. 
Cratinus pushes this idea to an extreme by depicting gods interacting directly with 
contemporary Athenian citizens. We do not know whether Cratinus was the first comic 
poet to do this, but this technique becomes popular even with his rivals Aristophanes and 
Eupolis, who generally eschew mythological plays. Eventually, this style of myth-
making, the fusion of myth and reality, would contribute to the trend of Atticizing myth 
and then to the plots of domestic comedy. This is, of course, teleological. Whether fusing 
myth with reality or myth with myth, the comic poets were crafting original plots in their 
own right. 
  
                                                
296 On the parody in Wealth Gods, see Bakola 2010, 122-141, and 2013. 
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4. COMIC AND TRAGIC AFFAIRS OF ZEUS 
 
Greek myth abounds with sexual violence. Mortals and gods frequently confront the 
unwanted advances of human and divine sexual predators. Zeus is one of the most 
frequent perpetrators of rape in mythology, and already in Homer and in Hesiod, Zeus’ 
unbridled sexual appetite is on display. The myths of Zeus’ affairs remained popular for 
centuries, and throughout the fifth and fourth centuries, comedians and tragedians drew 
on this body of tales for their subjects. Unfortunately, the only completely extant drama 
treating one of these affairs is Plautus’ Amphitruo,297 but a number of comic and tragic 
fragments preserve some information about how these myths were treated on the Greek 
stage. These fragments provide a unique perspective on how the two genres, sharing the 
same stage, handled the same mythical material. In these dramas, comedians and 
tragedians dealt with the same general subject and even many of the same myths, and 
thus one might expect the tragic treatments to be a significant influence on the plot of the 
comedies. Despite this potential for parody, I shall argue that each genre developed its 
own standard pattern for depicting the affairs of Zeus. This is not to say that these 
comedies did not include parody. Some of them did. When it comes to storytelling 
patterns, however, comedians tended to focus on Zeus’ perspective whereas the 
tragedians focused primarily on the mortal victim’s plight.  
                                                
297 The discussion of Plautus’ Amphitruo in the next chapter will build upon our analysis 
of its Greek comic and tragic predecessors here. 
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 Burkert found the stories of rape in myth so consistent that he called this 
structural paradigm the “girl’s tragedy.”298 In the girl’s tragedy, a girl departs from home, 
is secluded from society, is raped, undergoes tribulations, and is eventually rescued.299 
Burkert cites several examples of maidens whose stories follow this pattern: Callisto, 
Danaë, Io, Antiope, Tyro, Melanippe, and Auge,300 yet these stories may seem “tragic” 
(hence the name “girl’s tragedy”) because they were treated extensively in tragedy. 
Tragedy was one of the most important and prominent modes of mythological story 
telling in Classical Athens, and tragedy’s influence on mythology is immense. Poets of 
other genres, however, also adapted these same myths to suit their own genres. Indeed, 
poets had great flexibility in how these myths were presented to their audiences, and the 
traditional version—if such a version existed—need not be followed.301 
 Comedies are another important source for these myths, but the comic paradigm 
and its development has received much less scholarly attention than its tragic counterpart. 
Konstantakos provides a comprehensive, perceptive study of what he calls the “comic 
                                                
298 Burkert 1979, 7. Other important studies of rape in myth include Zeitlin 1986, 
Lefkowitz 1993, Scafuro 1990, Sommerstein 2006.  
299 Sommerstein 2006, 234, discusses the second mythological paradigm common in 
tragedy, the “Potiphar’s Wife” paradigm. In these stories, a married woman tries to 
seduce a man, but her advances are rejected. To take revenge or else to avoid accusations 
of adultery, she tells her husband that the man raped or attempted to rape her. Her 
husband believes the accusation and punishes the man. Eventually the truth is revealed, 
and the woman is punished. The name for the paradigm comes from the story of Potiphar 
in Genesis 39.1-20. The most famous extant tragic example is Euripides’ Hippolytus. It 
seems that this paradigm applies only to mortals’ relationships, and the affairs of Zeus do 
not follow the Potiphar’s Wife variation. 
300 Not all of these are Zeus’ victims; Zeus raped the first four, Poseidon raped Tyro and 
Melanippe, and Heracles raped Auge. 
301 In studies of Zeus’ affairs in tragedy, Zeitlin 1986 and Scafuro 1990 acknowledge that 
the same myth can manifest differently in different artistic works, but Lefkowitz 1993 
and Sommerstein 2006 do not take this into account. 
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love plot”302 in fourth-century domestic comedy, which he notes was likely influenced by 
the affairs of Zeus comedies of the late fifth and early fourth centuries: “Zeus’ love 
affairs ... introduced the comic love and intrigue pattern into fourth century comic 
production, developed it during the earlier half of the century, and finally provided the 
means and the way for this type of love plot to pass over to comedies of everyday life.”303 
Before Konstantakos’ study, scholars had noted the importance of Euripidean tragedy to 
Menandrian domestic comedy, and this link is supported by Satyrus, a biographer of the 
second-century BCE, who says that Euripides refined (πρὸϲ ἄκρον ἤγαγεν) the rape 
plots that would later become standard in later comedy (fr. 39 col. VII).304 The Suda (α 
1982 = Anaxandrides test. 1), on the other hand, suggests that Anaxandrides, a poet of the 
early fourth century, is the true influence, but the author of the Life of Aristophanes (see 
Aristophanes test. 1,4-6 and 46-51) bestows the honor on Aristophanes. Attempting to 
reconcile these seemingly contradictory claims, Nesselrath argues that the domestic rape 
plot was introduced into comedy via parody of tragedy: Aristophanes’ parody of 
Euripides brought these elements into comedy, and Anaxandrides continued to parody 
                                                
302 Konstantakos 2002, 141-42: “a young man is in love with a woman, but certain 
obstacles, arising from characters or circumstances, prevent him from being united with 
his beloved. The purpose of the plot is to overcome those obstacles and ‘get the woman 
for the man’; for that purpose the lover takes action or puts into practice some scheme, 
often with the assistance of a helper or confidant.” See also Brown 1990, 243-44, on 
some of the variations. 
303 Konstantakos 2002, 166. This model follow Nesselrath’s 1990 general model for the 
development from mythological to domestic comedy in the fourth century. 
304 See Katsouris 1975; Hunter 1985, 114-36;  Rosivach 1998, 42-6; Omitowoju 2002, 
141-45; Omitowoju 2010. 
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tragic motifs before eventually inventing “similar plots without the former tragic 
trappings.”305 
 These scholars are suggesting a link between tragic and comic rape plots 
generally, and although none tie the affairs of Zeus comedies to the tragedies, their 
arguments raise important questions about the relationship between tragedy and comedy 
as well as the influence of fifth-century comedy on later domestic comedy. Our study in 
this chapter will show that the affairs of Zeus did not make their way into comedy via 
tragic parody.  
 One indication of separate comic and tragic traditions comes from ancient 
testimonia regarding the supposed influences on Menander. Satyrus says Euripidean 
tragedy depicted rapes (βιαϲµοί), whereas both the Life of Aristophanes and the Suda say 
that Aristophanes’ Cocalus and Anaxandrides’ comedies, respectively, depicted 
“corruptions” (φθοραί). φθοραί does not mean “rapes.” φθορά and its cognate φθείρω 
are neutral and only imply rape when modified by another word (e.g., βίαι, by force).306 
The difference between Euripides’ βιαϲµοί and comedy’s φθοραί is not insignificant, 
especially since this language reflects what we find in the fragments dating back to 
Cratinus’ Nemesis, produced likely in 431307 and thus well before Aristophanes’ Cocalus 
                                                
305 Nesselrath 1993, 195. Nesselrath is refining a similar idea proposed by Webster 1970, 
77, but Nesselrath stresses the importance of parody to the transfer of these themes from 
tragedy to comedy.  
306 Scafuro 1990, 128. She continues, “Biazo or biazomai (‘force’ or ‘overpower’) is the 
only verb that by itself denotes rape when used in a sexual context.” See also Henderson 
2012, 2 and n.11, whose translation “corruption” I follow. On words used for sex in 
comedy, see Henderson 1991, 151-86, esp. 155 on βιάζειν. 
307 Godolphin 1931 
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of 387. In fact, Cratinus may have been the first comedy to depict a φθορά by Zeus 
onstage,308 and thus the Nemesis would be an early forerunner of Konstantakos’ comic 
love plot.  
 As we shall see, comedy and tragedy did overlap significantly in their treatment 
of the affairs, but comedy developed its own pattern of presentation. We find two 
mythological variants governing Zeus’ affairs with mortals. In the first, Zeus rapes his 
victim. This variant is avoided in every comedy for which evidence about the plot 
survives. The other variant, used in both genres, involves Zeus deceiving a victim into a 
sexual affair by metamorphosing into someone or something desirable to the victim. But 
the use of the deception variant is where the similarities between the two genres end, as 
each genre depicts this variant in different ways. Tragedy focuses on the victims, who 
always confront humiliating incredulity, physical punishments, and a mortal threats. 
Comedy, on the other hand, shows Zeus and his partner in crime, often Hermes, plotting 






                                                
308 Henderson 2012 
309 Omitowoju 2002, 185-86, who attributes specific aspects of Menandrian comedy to 
Euripides, notes that the female victims in Menanderian comedy are largely silent: “If the 
Ion is anything to go by ... it is not from tragedy that Menander inherits this silence” on 
the female’s perspective. The other tragic fragments confirm her suspicion. As far as we 
can tell, the comedies, on the other hand, seldom show the victim’s perspective. 
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THE POTENTIAL FOR PARODY: MYTHS TREATED AND FOCUS TENDENCIES 
Based on preserved titles or fragments, we can identify perhaps 29 comedies and 23 
tragedies or satyr dramas featuring the affairs of Zeus.310  
Comedies 
Fifth century: Epicharmus Dictues, Hip Joint; 311  Crates Lamia; Cratinus Nemesis; 
Hermippus Europa; Polyzelus Demos-Tyndareus; Sannyrion Danaë, Io 
 
Fifth/ fourth century: Aristophanes Daedalus; Platon Daedalus, Europa, Long Night, 
Io;312 Archippus Amphitryon 
  
Fourth century: Alcaeus Callisto, Ganymede; Alexis Tyndareus, Amphis Callisto;313 
Anaxandrides Io; Anaxilas Io;314 Antiphanes Ganymede; Apollophanes Danaë; Eubulus 
Antiope, Danaë, Europa, Ganymede, Spartans or Leda, Semele or Dionysus; Sophilus 
Tyndareus or Leda315 
 
                                                
310 This list is somewhat speculative, especially considering the play’s content cannot 
always be known from the title alone. I have chosen not to include plays like Euripides’ 
Bacchae, which  treats the aftermath of Zeus’ affair with Semele but does not feature her 
as a character. Also not included are dramas about the births of the gods, some of which 
may have treated the affairs of Zeus. On these dramas, see Nesselrath 1995. 
311 The exact meaning of the title Περίαλλοϲ is unclear. Lorenz 1864 suggested the title 
means “Superior Person” (cf. περίαλλα, “before all” ), but Hesychius (π 1572) glosses 
περίαλλοϲ as τὸ ἰϲχίον (“the hip joint”). Semele is mentioned in fr. 108, so possibly the 
subject of the play was Zeus’ seduction of Semele and Dionysus’ birth from his hip. 
Bosher 2006, 56, notes that the birth of Dionysus was possibly the subject of the play. 
312 Bakola 2010, 222 n. 90, includes Platon’s Zeus Treated Badly among the comedies 
treating Zeus’ erotic adventures. This is certainly possible, but none of the fragments nor 
even the title itself necessitate that we include it in the list. 
313 Ancient sources preserve a description of Amphis’ treatment of the Callisto myth (fr. 
46), but it is not clear whether he wrote a play Callisto or he simply recounted the myth 
in another drama. I assume that he produced an entire play on the subject. 
314 If Meineke’s reading of Athenaeus 6.254 is correct; see ad fr. 32. 
315 Edmonds 1961, ad Diphilus fr. 84, suggested that Diphilus’ Goldsmith may have 
treated the myth of Danaë. Indeed, fr. 85 (διακύψαϲ ὁρῶ / διὰ τῆϲ ὀπαίαϲ κεραµίδοϲ 
καλὴν σφόδρα, “Peeping through the hole in the roof, I see a very pretty girl.”) would 
suit the story of Zeus sneaking into Danaë’s bedchamber, but this is too little evidence to 
include this comedy. Perhaps Diphilus’ comedy adapted the myth of Danaë to a 
completely mortal realm, where a goldsmith would play the part of Zeus. 
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Tragedies or Satyr Dramas316 
Fifth century: Aeschylus Alcmene (?),317 Callisto, Carians or Europa, Semele or Water-
bearers, Dictyulci (satyr drama); [Aeschylus] Prometheus Bound; Sophocles Acrisius, 
Amphitryon, Danaë, Inachus, Tyndareus; Euripides Alcmene, Antiope, Danaë, Lamia; 
Ion Alcmene; Aristias Carians; Spintharus Semele Incinerated 
 
Fourth century: Chaeremon Io; Dionysius II of Syracuse Leda, Alcmene; Astydamas II 
Alcmene; Carcinus II Semele 
 
Although we cannot be sure in every case of a play’s content based on its title alone,318 
cumulatively these titles do indicate that comedians and tragedians selected many of the 
same specific myths. In fact, every affair treated in tragedy was also treated in a comedy, 
but for two myths,319 we hear of only a comic treatment. One is Nemesis, treated in 
Cratinus’ Nemesis. The other is Ganymede, who, as the subject of comedies by Alcaeus, 
Antiphanes, and Eubulus, stands out for being the only male paramour. In tragedy, he is 
mentioned several times in an erotic context (Sophocles fr. 345, Euripides’ Cyclops 582-
84, Orestes 1391-92, and IA 1049-53) and once without an erotic tone (Euripides’ Trojan 
Women 822), but we hear of no tragedies entitled Ganymede. Indeed, since no illicit 
                                                
316 The only known satyr drama in this list is Aeschylus’ Dictyulci. It has been suggested 
that Sophocles’ Inachus is a satyr drama (see below), and others on this list may be as 
well. 
317 This title is perhaps mistakenly attributed to Aeschylus. 
318 For example, Sophocles’ Amphitryon could focus on the hero’s exploits against the 
Teleboans, rather than, as in Plautus’ Amphitruo, his wife’s affair with Zeus, and some 
comedies that share names with mythological maidens actually seem to be about 
hetaeras. See Nesselrath 1990, 319 and n. 97, on hetaera comedies. 
319 Possibly three, depending on the subject of the Daedalus plays of Aristophanes and 
Platon. Clement of Alexandria says the two comic poets stole from each other in 
Daedalus (Stromata 6.25.5), and so the subject was perhaps the same. If the paramour 
was Leda (cf. Henderson 2007, 199; an adulterous wife is mentioned in fr. 191 and an 
egg is in frr. 193-194), the subject overlaps with tragedy, but if Pasiphaë (Daedalus’ 
connection to Crete may be emphasized in the drama), the subject seems to be unique to 
comedy. If Aristophanes has followed Cratinus’ Nemesis, Nemesis is another possibility, 
but these are not the only options. 
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offspring could result from the union and since we never hear of Hera punishing 
Ganymede,320 his story lacks the inherent pathos that likely attracted tragedians to the 
myths about mortal women.  
 The fragments preserve only a few details about some of these dramas, but the 
myths all have a basic structure. I. Zeus is attracted to a mortal (Attraction); II. an 
obstacle prevents him from consumating the relationship (Obstacle); III. he succeeds in 
overcoming this obstacle (Success); IV. the mortal faces consequences arising from their 
encounter (Consequence); V. Zeus intervenes (Intervention). This structure, which I have 
derived primarily from the comedies, differs somewhat from Burkert’s girl’s tragedy. 
Functions III-V (in the girl’s tragedy: rape, tribulations, rescue) are essentially the same. 
Function II is quite similar, as the girl’s seclusion is sometimes Zeus’ obstacle. But 
function I differs in a significant way: the maidens departure from home is the view from 
her perspective whereas Zeus’ attraction is the view from the god’s perspective.  
 The following chart lists the dramas for which we can infer parts of the plot from 
the fragments. Bolded items occurred or likely occurred during the dramatic action, 
whereas non-bolded items were likely recounted in a prologue speech or revealed in 
some other way as backstory. Not every element of the basic structure is found in every 
treatment. Although we might expect comedies to focus on the Attraction-Obstacle-
Success elements and tragedies on the Consequences of the affairs, the extant fragments 
indicate a diverse treatment of the myths in both genres. In other words, neither 
                                                
320 In Anaxandrides fr. 58, Ganymede says he serves ambrosia for Zeus and chats with 
(λαλῶν, 4) Hera. 
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tragedians nor comedians were bound by generic conventions to treat only certain 
elements of this structure.  
Table 1: The Affairs of Zeus in Greek Drama 
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and turns her 
into a bear. 
Callisto and her 
son are chased. 
Zeus turns 
Callisto and 
her son into 
constellations. 
                                                
321 This title likely refers to the night of Zeus and Alcmene’s affair, infamously prolonged 
by the god. Stärk 1982, 300-1, and Christenson 2000, 49, doubt that the play treated this 
affair and suggest it was about a nocturnal festival, but Konstantakos 2002, 158 n. 56, 
rightly rejects their hypothesis: “Nyx Makra (note the adjective) implies not just any night 
but a special one, noteworthy for its length, and thus inevitably recalls the lengthened 
night of Zeus and Alkmene, famous from the myth.” 
322 It is unclear where the action of the comedy ends. A scholiast to Aratus recounts just 
this action, but Hyginus attributes even the catasterism to Amphis. 
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According to an 
oracle, Danaë’s 
father Acrisius 
will be usurped 
by his grandson. 
Acrisius 
imprisons Danaë 
(cf fr. 320). 
Zeus 
metamorphoses 
into gold to 
reach the 
imprisoned 






(and child?) in 
a chest, which 
he tosses into 
the ocean.324 
 
                                                
323 The pyre scene and Zeus’ intervention appear on six Western Greek vase paintings 
that have possibly been inspired by Euripides’ tragedy. Plautus’ Rudens (83-88) possibly 
alludes to it as well. See below for more on this problem. 
324 It is unclear what happened subsequently. If the hypothesis from a manuscript in the 
Vatican Library (cod. Pal. Gr. 287) is authentic, the play includes Danaë and Perseus in a 
chest washed up to shore and saved by fishermen of Seriphos. Kannicht 1992, 33-4, 
thinks the hypothesis cannot be used to reconstruct Euripides’ treatment (See also TrGF 
ad loc.). Luppe 1991, 1-7, and 1993, 65-9, argues that the hypothesis goes back to the 
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fr. 207) but 
raised by a 
herdsman (cf. fr 
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not believe 
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father (cf. fr. 
210). Antiope 
is captured by 
her aunt Dirce 
(cf. test. iiia, fr. 
175).325 Her 
sons learn the 


















The available evidence is scanty, and our understanding of the plots of even these 
individual plays is incomplete. From these fragments, it is clear that the poets were not 
restricted to certain portions of the mythic paradigm, but all of these comedies treated 
Zeus’ sexual successes, undoubtedly one of the great appeals of these myths to 
comedians. 
 Of the almost 90 fragments from the affairs of Zeus comedies, only a few parodic 
references to tragedy have been noted. Cratinus’ Nemesis, Bakola has argued, 
incorporates paratragedy without parodying a specific tragedy.326 She notes specifically 
                                                
325 Fr. 175 belongs either to Euripides’ Antiope or his Antigone. Even if fr. 175 does not 
belong to this play, this section of the story is attributed to Euripides by Hyginus (test. iii 
a = Fabulae 8) 
326 Bakola 2010, 168-173  
	  	  
165	  
the elevated tone of fr. 115, in which an unknown speaker orders Leda to incubate the 
large egg, and the tragic ring of fr. 118, an address to Zeus, god of guests and heads (ξένιε 
καὶ καραίε). 327  In Sannyrion’s Danaë, Zeus contemplates sneaking into Danaë’s 
bedchamber as a weasel, but he dismisses that idea because the tragic actor Hegelochus 
might give him away (fr. 8), a reference to Hegelochus’ infamous mispronunciation of 
γαλήν’ ὁρῶ (“I see a calm sailing”) as γαλῆν ὁρῶ (“I see a weasel”) during the 
production of Euripides’ Orestes.  
 Notably, we can link only one of the comedies to a tragedy on the same myth. 
Eubulus’ Antiope incorporates paratragedy and contains an almost certain verbal echo of 
Euripides’ tragedy of the same name. In Eubulus’ comedy, fr. 10 comes possibly from a 
deus ex machina speech in which a god orders Zethus and Amphion to go to Athens. 
Because ex machina speeches seem to be rare even in mythological comedy328 but are 
common in tragedy, a comic ex machina speech is likely paratragic. Indeed, the 
paratragic dimension is underscored by the lofty diction and tragic style of fr. 10: there is 
only one resolution, Porson’s Law is observed, and the fragment contains the only comic 
attestation of ἐκπερᾶν (“pass through,” 5), a verb used commonly in tragic descriptions 
of travels.329 Euripides’ Antiope also contains an ex machina speech, and Eubulus subtly 
echoes that speech. In Euripides’ ex machina speech, Hermes shifts his address to Zethus 
                                                
327 καραίοϲ is a Boeotian cult title for Zeus, but Plutarch (Pericles 3.5) claims the line is 
a jab at Pericles. 
328 Plautus’ Amphitruo ends in an ex machina speech of Zeus. 
329 See Hunter 1983, ad loc. ἐκπερᾶν also appears in Euripides’ Cyclops (512). 
	  	  
166	  
from the third person (Ζῆθωι, 90) to the second person (ϲοι, 92), a move replicated in 
Eubulus’ ex machina speech (Ζῆθον, 9; ϲὺ, 9).  
 Hunter says, “It is clear from fr. 10 that Eubulus’ Ἀντιόπη resembled the Antiope 
of Euripides in at least one respect, and it would not be rash to suppose that this famous 
tragedy was the most important source for the comedy.”330 Given the many differences 
between the two speeches, however, this is indeed a rash suggestion. Nearly all of 
Hermes’ speech from Euripides’ Antiope survives, and there are no quotations or any 
other certain echoes in Eubulus’ fragment.331 The speaker of Eubulus’ speech represents 
Zeus, who is likely the subject of the verb κελεύει (“he orders,” 2), but it is not 
necessarily Hermes. The most clear difference between the two speeches is in the 
content. Eubulus’ version contains at least two innovations to the myth unattested 
elsewhere: Zethus is depicted as a glutton and Amphion is ordered to go to Athens. 
Therefore, Eubulus may mock some of the stylistic elements of Euripides’ Antiope and 
tragedy in general, but the comic poet seems not to rely on Euripides’ tragedy for the 
content of fr. 10. To be sure, I am not suggesting that Eubulus’ comedy did not parody 





                                                
330 Hunter 1983, 96 
331 Kassel-Austin compare Θήβηϲ πέδον (1) in Eubulus fr. 10 to πεδία τ[ὰ Θήβ]ηϲ (85) 
and πεδία Θήβαίαϲ χθονόϲ (114) in Euripides’ Antiope fr. 223. 
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COMIC AND TRAGIC PATTERNS IN THE AFFAIRS OF ZEUS 
As we have seen, since comedians and tragedians treated many of the same myths, the 
comic poets had ample potential to parody the tragic treatments of the affairs of Zeus, but 
we find little evidence of parody or paratragedy.332 We turn now to how the dramatists 
depicted these myths onstage. Tragedians manipulated these myths in ways that heighten 
the trauma of the victim’s experience. Comedians did not. Comedians instead focused 
more attention on Zeus’ plotting and minimized the potential violent trauma of the 
encounter. This distinct patterning of the myths in each genre suggests that the comic 
pattern developed independent of the tragic treatments.  
 
The Mythological Variants: Rape, Deception, and Trauma 
In dramas depicting affairs of Zeus, two mythical variants of Zeus’ successful sexual 
conquest appear: Zeus either rapes his victim or he deceives them into a sexual 
relationship by metamorphosing into someone or something desired by the victim. The 
more violent rape variant appears only in tragedy, but the deception variant appears in 
both genres. Even after Zeus’ successful encounter, the victim and the victim’s family 
must confront the consequences of the god’s meddling, and again the tragic maidens must 
confront more traumatic consequences than their comic counterparts. In tragedy, maidens 
must face mortal danger and humiliation. In comedy, domestic turmoil arises from Zeus’ 
encounter, but the trauma of the encounter is not explored, nor are the victims in any real 
danger. 
                                                
332 Given the fragmentary nature of nearly all of these dramas, the lack of exact textual 





Scafuro and Sommerstein distinguish between stories in which Zeus’ victim is raped and 
those in which she is tricked into a sexual encounter.333 Three of the five tragedies 
examined here (Euripides’ Antiope, Sophocles’ Inachus, the Prometheus Bound) depict 
the victim as an unwilling participant. Antiope herself, I will argue, likely describes her 
encounter with Zeus as a rape, whereas the Inachus and Prometheus Bound are not as 
clear about the nature of the encounter. The other two tragedies (Euripides’ Alcmene and 
Danaë) depict a deception. Regardless of whether or not the victim is raped, all the 
maidens suffer in the course of the tragedy, and their punishment, whether physical, 
mental, or both, is always linked to a metamorphosis. 
 In Euripides’ Antiope, the homonymous maiden undergoes immense suffering and 
punishment. The play is set nearly two decades after Zeus’ rape of Antiope. After this 
encounter, her father wanted to punish her for her pregnancy and, on his death bed, made 
his brother Lycus promise to punish Antiope. His brother fulfilled his promise by 
imprisoning her, but Antiope has escaped. This seems to be about where the play begins. 
In the tragedy, Antiope finds her children and attempts to reconcile with them.334 She 
explains what has happened to her and why she abandoned them, and Antiope herself 
                                                
333 Scafuro 1990, Sommerstein 2006. They do not always agree on which pattern each 
tragedy follows. In general, Scafuro believes that the tragic poets tend to be ambiguous in 
their descriptions of rape, but Sommerstein notes that, at least in the case of Euripides’ 
Antiope, Scafuro overlooks some evidence. 
334 The herdsman who had rescued her abandoned children likely spoke the prologue, and 
Antiope comes on stage later. See Collard, Cropp, and Gibert 2004, 262-64, and Collard 
and Cropp 2008, 171-75. 
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reveals the details of her encounter with Zeus. Her own account is not preserved, but we 
can infer from a speech by her son Amphion that she claims to have been raped and 
impregnated by Zeus:  
  οὐδὲ γὰρ λάθραι δοκῶ 
θηρὸϲ κακούργου ϲχήµατ’ ἐκµιµούµενον 
ϲοὶ Ζῆν’ ἐϲ εὐνὴν ὥϲπερ ἄνθρωπον µολεῖν. 
 
I do not think that Zeus, mimicking the shape of a wicked beast, secretly came 
into your bed like a man. 
      fr. 210 
 
Amphion seems to be reacting directly to Antiope’s description of the encounter, but he 
is unmoved and unconvinced. Antiope seems to have claimed that Zeus came to her 
secretly and raped her, hence the adjective “wicked” (κακούργου).  
 Unfortunately, the other details of the encounter remain obscure. In other 
accounts of the myth of Antiope’s rape, Zeus becomes a satyr, but it is unclear whether 
Euripides follows this version or not. Fr. 210 alludes, at least, to Zeus’ rape as a satyr, as 
θηρὸϲ can be used of a satyr (cf. Cyclops 624, Sophocles’ Ichneutae fr. 314.221). 
Without more context, however, the exact meaning of the fragment remains obscure; 
θηρὸϲ κακούργου ϲχήµατ’ ἐκµιµούµενον can mean either “mimicking the shape of a 
wicked beast” or “mimicking the actions of a wicked beast.” Likely, both meanings are 
meant, and Euripides could be alluding to a well-known version of the story without 
actually following or endorsing it.335 
                                                
335 A reference to a satyr might be out of place in a tragedy, but we can compare 
Euripides’ Helen, who expresses doubt about the story that Zeus as a swan raped her 
mother Leda (17-21; 257-59). And although by the end of the play Zeus is confirmed to 
be Helen’s father (1643-45), the circumstances of her conception are not confirmed. 
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 Antiope has already suffered because of her encounter with Zeus, but her 
humiliation and punishment are not yet complete. Antiope, like most victims of Zeus, 
must confront skepticism about her story. Fr. 210 reveals her own son’s skepticism, and 
he subtly undercuts his mother’s credibility. The adverb λάθραι (secretly) suggests no 
one can corroborate her story. Moreover, Amphion’s description of Zeus going to her bed 
“like a man” (ὥϲπερ ἄνθρωπον) suggests he likely believes that Antiope simply had a 
secret affair with a mortal. 
 Antiope’s suffering does not end with this skepticism. In a subsequent scene, 
Dirce, the wife of Lycus, who had pledged to punish Antiope, finds and imprisons 
Antiope once again. At this point, the reconstruction of the action becomes even more 
uncertain, but somehow the sons are made aware of the truth and rescue their mother. 
They kill Dirce and seek vengeance on Lycus as well. Amphion clearly has been 
convinced that Zeus is his father, but he still does not believe his mother’s version 
entirely. In his appeal to Zeus to aid his retribution against Lycus, he says: 
ϲοὶ δ’ ὃϲ τ]ὸ λαµπρὸν αἰθέροϲ ναίειϲ πέδον, 
λέγω τ]οϲοῦτον, µὴ γαµεῖν µὲν ἡδέωϲ, 
γήµαν]τα δ’ εἶναι ϲοῖϲ τέκνοιϲ ἀνωφελῆ· 
οὐ γὰρ κ]αλὸν τόδ’, ἀλλὰ ϲυµµαχεῖν φίλοιϲ. 
 
To you who] inhabit the bright plain of the sky, [I tell] such a man not to wed in 
pleasure and [having wed] to be useless to your children. [For this is not] good, 
but being an ally to your friends is. 
     fr. 223.11-14 
 
Here, Amphion describes his mother’s encounter with Zeus differently from his earlier 
account, but he still undercuts her version of events. Amphion describes the union not as 
a rape but as a marriage (γαµεῖν), and if the supplement of γήµαντα in line 13 is 
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correct,336 Amphion underscores the description. The change in tone may be a rhetorical 
ploy to win Zeus over to his side. Nevertheless, even after Amphion has learned the truth 
about his father, he does not describe his mother’s encounter as she likely has.  
 Finally, help does arrive as Hermes appears ex machina to restore order, and we 
hear yet another version of Zeus’ encounter with Antiope. Hermes first saves Lycus from 
murder and orders him to make Amphion and Zethus rulers of his kingdom. Hermes then 
says that Zeus admits his affair with Antiope, but again Antiope’s allegations are 
undercut and ignored. Hermes says that it was Antiope who came to Zeus’ bed (Ζηνὸϲ 
µολοῦϲα λέ[κτρα, fr. 223.103). Perhaps, as Sommerstein suggests, Hermes is simply 
trying to paint Zeus in a better light,337 but the discrepancy is striking.338 Hermes is more 
concerned about the reputation of the most powerful god than his victim.  
 Of Zeus’ tragic victims, Antiope is perhaps the most miserable. She suffers every 
punishment and humiliation that the victims undergo. She is raped by a god who has 
metamorphosed into a beast, and as a result of her pregnancy, she suffers bodily harm. 
Her children do not believe her story, and Hermes, the only character in the drama that 
could corroborate her version, simply covers up Zeus’ misdeeds.  
 Io is one of Zeus’ most famous victims as she herself is metamorphosed on 
account of Zeus’ lasciviousness. Her story is told in the extant Prometheus Bound and 
                                                
336 Collard et al. 2004, ad loc., compares the construction to Hecuba 25-6 . 
337 Sommerstein 2006, 239 
338 Scafuro 1990, 137 believes that we cannot, in fact, infer from Amphion’s response in 
fr. 210 whether or not Antiope has alleged she was raped. Scafuro, therefore, sees 
Amphion’s and Hermes’ accounts as consistent. The interpretation of fr. 210 would 
depend on whether we read in line 2 θηρὸϲ (“beast”) or φὼτοϲ (“man”); see TrGF. I 
prefer the former and Scafuro the latter. 
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was the subject of Sophocles’ Inachus. The dramas depict the circumstances of the 
encounter differently, but neither play explicitly describes the encounter as a rape. 
Instead, ambiguous and euphemistic descriptions of Zeus’ actions appear. In the 
Prometheus Bound, Zeus threatens to destroy the kingdom of Io’s father Inachus if the 
king does not drive Io from his home. After Io leaves home, Hera turns her into a cow to 
prevent Zeus’ affair, but Prometheus prophesizes that Zeus will return Io to her human 
form and impregnate her with a child: 
ἐνταῦθα δή ϲε Ζεὺϲ τίθηϲιν ἔµφρονα 
ἐπαφῶν ἀταρβεῖ χειρὶ καὶ θιγὼν µόνον. 
ἐπώνυµον δὲ τῶν Διὸϲ γεννηµάτων 
τέξειϲ κελαινὸν Ἔπαφον. 
 
There Zeus returns you to your senses only by stroking you (epaphôn) and 
touching you with his hand, causing no fear. You will bear famous Epaphus, 
named after Zeus’ method of conceiving the child. 
       848-51 
 
No rape is explicitly prophesized by Prometheus. In fact, the account avoids any 
explicitly sexual language and uses the euphemisms θιγγͅάνω 339  and ἐπαφῶν. 
Furthermore, the adverb µόνον (“only”) is used to lessen the force of the participles. 
Thus, the encounter is described in ambiguous terms, perhaps in an effort to assuage Io’s 
fears, and Prometheus even assures Io that Zeus will touch her with a hand that “causes 
no fear.” This remark is probably not extremely comforting to the future victim of Zeus. 
The account thus diminishes the sexual act, but even if Prometheus does not describe the 
encounter as a rape, Io certainly has no choice in the matter.  
                                                
339 Cf. Euripides’ Hippolytus 885-86, where Theseus says: Ἱππόλυτοϲ εὐνῆϲ τῆϲ ἐµῆϲ 




 A fragment of Sophocles’ Inachus preserves another ambiguous description of 
Zeus’ encounter with Io, but according to this version, when he lays hands on her, she is 
metamorphosed into a cow. Sophocles’ Zeus has metamorphosed and disguised himself 
as a “burnt barbarian” (κάρβανοϲ αἰθόϲ, fr. 269a.54), and he goes to the palace of King 
Inachus. Near the beginning of the drama, Zeus has been in the palace for some time as 
King Inachus claims that the barbarian first did good things (καλά, fr. 269a.25) but then 
evil (κακά, fr. 269a.26).340  Since the god himself has metamorphosed, the tragedy at first 
follows the deception pattern that is more common in comedy, but then the story returns 
to the violence more typical of tragedy. Inachus then says that the stranger did something 
to the maiden Io: ὁ δ’ ἀµφὶ χεῖρα παρθέν[ωι (fr.269a.34). The line no doubt refers to 
Zeus’ laying hands on his daughter, although the exact supplement is unsure.341 What we 
would like to know is whether Zeus has only metamorphosed Io or if he has also 
impregnated her with his touch, as in the Prometheus Bound. Zeus must have a reason for 
transforming Io, and perhaps he had already slept with her and now tries to hide her 
pregnancy, from Hera especially. Whatever the exact scenario, she must suffer by being 
transformed into a cow (fr. 269a.34-39). 
 Of these tragic maidens, only Io does not confront skepticism from her family, but 
the supernatural circumstances of Io’s problem are manifest in her metamorphosis. In 
Sophocles’ Inachus, Inachus knows that Zeus is responsible for his daughter’s 
transformation, as we can infer from his conversation with Hermes, who is called “Zeus’ 
                                                
340 One of the great mysteries of the Inachus is whether Zeus actually appeared onstage, 
and this problem is closely related to the questions concerning the genre of the Inachus, 
which could be a tragedy or a satyr drama. On these problems, see below. 
341 Pfeiffer 1958 suggested βαλὼν ἐµῆι, and Lloyd-Jones 1996 βαλὼν µόνον 
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flunky” (Ζηνὸϲ λάτριν, fr. 269d.22). Io’s metamorphosis into a cow may be exasperated, 
as in other accounts of the myth, by the pursuit of Argus, who certainly plays some role 
in the drama (cf. fr. 281a). The Prometheus Bound recounts a similar version, but there 
Hera transforms her into a cow and sends Argus after Inachus willingly gives his 
daughter over to Zeus in order to save his kingdom (656-68).  
 For the final three maidens, Aeschylus’ Europa, Euripides’ Danaë, and Alcmene, 
we have no direct evidence for a rape, and they were likely deceived into a relationship. 
This is the second of the “girl’s tragedy” variants. In Aeschylus’ Carians or Europa, 
Europa speaks the prologue and recounts her affair with Zeus and the birth of their 
children. As in Euripides’ Antiope, their offspring are now adults, and so the action is set 
about two decades after Europa’s encounter with Zeus. Although we do not know the 
exact subject of the play,342 fr. 99 preserves Europa’s description of Zeus seduction: 
ταύρωι τε λειµὼν ξένια πάµβοτοϲ πάρα. 
τοιόνδε µὲν Ζεὺϲ κλέµµα πρεϲβύτου πατρὸϲ 
αὐτοῦ µένων ἄµοχθον ἤνυϲεν λαβεῖν. 
τί οὖν; τὰ πολλὰ κεῖνα διὰ παύρων λέγω. 
γυνὴ θεῶι µειχθεῖϲα παρθένου ϲέβαϲ 
ἤµειψε, παίδων δ’ ἐζύγη ξυνάονι. 
καὶ τρὶϲ γοναῖϲι τοὺϲ γυναικείουϲ πόνουϲ 
ἐκαρτέρηϲ’ ἄρουρα, κοὐκ ἐµέµψατο 
τοῦ µὴ ’ξενεγκεῖν ϲπέρµα γενναῖον πατρόϲ. 
ἐκ τῶν µεγίϲτων δ’ ἠρξάµην φυτευµάτων 
Μίνω τεκοῦϲα 
 
There was a flourishing, welcoming meadow for the bull. Waiting there, Zeus 
accomplished this stratagem to take me from my father without a struggle. What 
else? I tell the long story quickly. A woman united with a god, exchanged the 
majesty of a maiden, and yoked with the joint owner of my children. And for 
three children the land endured the womanly pangs of labor, and she did not 
complain about bearing the noble seed of the father. I began by producing Minos, 
the greatest offspring. 
                                                




Europa’s description of the encounter erases any potential violence from this scene. She 
removes herself from the action for the first several lines. According to her account, Zeus 
took the form of a bull and waits in a meadow, a stratagem (κλέµµα) to take her from her 
father, but she does not even specify the object for λαβεῖν (“take”), which we must 
understand as “me.” Thus, Europa emphasizes her father’s loss, not her own. When she 
describes her sexual encounter with the bull, she speaks of herself in the third person, 
subject of the participle (µειχθεῖϲα, “mingled”) and two verbs (ἤµειψε, “exchanged”; 
ἐζύγη, “united”). She even seems proud of the encounter and, at least, her children from 
Zeus.343 Thus, in our first example of a deception in tragedy, the maiden does not 
describe any suffering, but the other two tragic maidens deceived by Zeus were not so 
fortunate. 
 If Euripides’ Danaë included the usual explanation for Danaë’s imprisonment, her 
father Acrisius has received a prophecy that he will be overthrown by a grandson—fr. 
330a is simply the word oracle (χρηϲµωιδία)—and so he imprisons her. Of course, no 
prison can stop Zeus, and he metamorphoses into gold to gain access to Danaë (test. ii). 
Gold and wealth are mentioned in several of the fragments (frr. 320, 322, 324, 325-28), 
and Collard and Cropp suggest several of them (fr. 322, 324, and 325-28) come from a 
scene in which gold is discovered in Danaë’s prison chamber.344 It is possible, although 
uncertain, that her father Acrisius believes someone has seduced his daughter with his 
                                                
343 Lefkowitz 1993 argues that, in general, these maidens usually receive some benefit, 
either noble children or a special ability, from these encounters. She says of Aeschylus’ 
Europa, “Europa was very proud of her relationship with Zeus” (25). 
344 Collard and Cropp 2008, 324 
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wealth and possibly bribed household slaves to gain access to her chamber, a sort of 
rationalizing interpretation of Zeus’ conquest of Danaë. Acrisius is so angry and worried 
about the prophecy that he punishes Danaë by placing her in a chest, which he casts into 
the sea. Acrisius seems not to have the heart to kill his own daughter, but he likely 
believes she will perish at sea.  
 Euripides’ Alcmene is so poorly preserved that we can sketch only a rough outline 
of the plot, but it seems that Euripides’ Alcmene comes closest to being killed for Zeus’ 
actions. Amphitryon and Alcmene are married, but she refuses to consummate the 
marriage until her husband conquers the Taphians, who killed her brothers (fr. 87b). Zeus 
somehow sleeps with Alcmene, but the fragments offer no indication as to how this was 
accomplished. We should not assume that Euripides’ play follows the version best-known 
to us, in which Zeus has taken the form of Amphitryon and slept with Alcmene on a 
prolonged night. Some scholars have pointed to the theme of money in the fragments and 
argued that Amphitryon, at least, believes Alcmene was seduced by a wealthy man.345 
We cannot, however, be certain how Zeus succeeds in sleeping with Alcmene, whether 
he seduced her or raped her, nor is there any mention of a long night in the fragments. 
The only reference to a night—a dark night rather than a long night—appears in fr. 101: 
“but day and dark night produce much for men” (ἀλλ’ ἡµέρα τοι πολλὰ καὶ µέλαινα 
νὺξ / τίκτει βροτοῖϲιν).  
                                                
345 Cf. the similar accusation in Euripides’ Danaë. In Isthmian 7.5-7, Pindar claims that 
Zeus came to Alcmene as a golden snowfall (χρυϲῶι νίφοντα, 5), and Euripides may 
have picked up this unique variant from Pindar’s account. 
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 Amphitryon somehow learns of his wife’s infidelity, and Alcmene’s life is 
threatened. Fr. 88a indicates that someone is on trial for life: 
ὁ φόβοϲ, ὅταν τιϲ ϲώµατοϲ µέλληι πέρι 
λέγειν, καταϲτὰϲ εἰϲ ἀγῶν’ ἐναντίον, 
τό τε ϲτόµ’ εἰϲ ἔκπληξιν ἀνθρώπων ἄγει 
τὸν νοῦν τ’ ἀπείργει µὴ λέγειν ἃ βούλεται. 
τῶι µὲν γὰρ ἔνι κίνδυνοϲ, ὁ δ’ ἀθῶιοϲ µένει. 
ὅµωϲ δ’ ἀγῶνα τόνδε δεῖ µ’ ὑπεκδραµεῖν· 
ψυχὴν γὰρ ἆθλα τιθεµένην ἐµὴν ὁρῶ. 
 
Whenever someone is about to speak for his life and faces a confrontation, fear 
makes his speech confounded before his audience and closes his mind from what 
he wishes to say. For he is in danger, while the guiltless man waits. Nevertheless I 
must overcome this trial, for I see that my life is set as the prize. 
 
Collard and Cropp suggest that the speaker is Alcmene “even though the argument is put 
in masculine terms, as such generalizations usually are,”346 and this is the most likely 
attribution. We have some indication of the possible context of this fragment from several 
Western Greek vase-paintings, produced throughout the fourth century, depicting 
Alcmene on a pyre. On these, Amphitryon attempts to burn her alive, but Zeus 
intervenes.347 Three depict clouds pouring water on the altar as Amphitryon approaches 
with two torches, and two of these show Antenor, who otherwise plays no role in this 
myth, helping Amphitryon light the fire. Despite these striking similarities, Taplin rightly 
urges caution in using them to reconstruct exact details of the scene and the characters of 
Euripides’ drama.348  
 Nevertheless, one fragment suggests that the Alcmene did include some scenario 
similar to this pyre scene. Fr. 90 mentions a torch (“Where did you manage to get a torch 
                                                
346 Collard and Cropp 2008, ad loc. For a comparandum, see Euripides’ Andromeda fr. 
119.  
347 See Trendall 1981 (=LIMC I.1, 554) 
348 Taplin 2007, 170-74 
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of pine?” πόθεν δὲ πεύκηϲ πανὸν ἐξηῦρεϲ λαβεῖν;), and perhaps this fragment comes 
from the pyre scene itself. Furthermore, in Plautus’ Rudens, a character explicitly 
compares a storm to a wind (ventus) that disturbs the roof tiles and damages a house in 
Euripides’ Alcmene: 
Pro di immortales, tempestatem cuius modi  
Neptunus nobis nocte hac misit proxima.  
detexit ventus villam — quid verbis opust?   
non ventus fuit, verum Alcumena Euripidi,  
ita omnis de tecto deturbavit tegulas;  
inlustrioris fecit fenestrasque indidit 
By the immortal gods, what kind of storm did Neptune send us last night, the 
wind unroofed the villa—what use are words? It wasn’t a wind, but Euripides’ 
Alcmene. It has knocked down all the tiles from the roof; it made them see 
through and provided windows. 
     Rudens 83-88 
 If, as I believe, this pyre scene did occur in Euripides’ tragedy, Alcmene believes 
the threat to herself to be real. But was it? Mythologically speaking, Heracles must be 
born. Although most scholars assume that the drama is set on the day of Amphitryon’s 
return, there is no obvious reason to rule out  Webster’s hypothesis that it is set on the 
day of Heracles’ birth.349 And if Heracles has been born before Amphitryon’s attempted 
murder of Alcmene, it would heighten the tension since Alcmene could conceivably die. 
Even if Heracles had not been born yet, Alcmene’s life could still be in danger since Zeus 
could save an unborn Heracles without saving the mother, as Zeus did in the case of 
Semele and Dionysus. Without more fragments from the drama itself, we can never be 
certain what exact scenario Euripides has constructed, but the tragic poet could have 
                                                
349 Webster 1967, 92-94 
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possibly crafted a scene in which the danger to Alcmene was thought to be real not only 
by Alcmene herself but by the audience as well.  
Comedy 
Comedies of the fifth and early fourth centuries seem not to have used the rape pattern in 
their depictions of the affairs of Zeus. The missing rape pattern is somewhat surprising, 
given the prevalence of mortal-on-mortal rape in late fourth-century comedy. As far as 
we can tell, early comedy used exclusively the pattern of deception and seduction. In five 
of the six comedies studied here, Zeus deceives his victim into a sexual relationship, and 
he uses metamorphosis as part of his deception. In the sixth comedy, Antiphanes’ 
Ganymede, not enough evidence exists to determine conclusively whether Zeus rapes or 
deceives Ganymede, but some of the fragments could fit into the usual deception pattern. 
Also important is that the comic victims seem not to undergo the same severe 
punishments and threats that their tragic counterparts do. Domestic turmoil arises from 
the affair, especially when the identity of Zeus is not known to the maiden and her 
family, but only one of the six comic victims is punished. 
 Cratinus’ Nemesis, which presentes the affair of Zeus and Nemesis and Helen’s 
birth from an egg, may, in fact, be the first comedy to depict an affair of Zeus.350 If 
indeed the first, his treatment was important for developing a model for producing these 
myths on the comic stage. Cratinus has made significant changes to the myth, known 
especially from the Cypria. Archaic literature presents differing accounts of Helen’s 
parentage, but the Cypria attributes her conception to Zeus’ rape of Nemesis. According 
                                                
350 On the Nemesis, see especially Henderson 2012. The comedy was likely produced in 
431, and the only other certain candidate for priority is Hermippus’ Europa.  
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to the Cypria (fr. 9 PEG), Zeus pursues Nemesis, who keeps metamorphosing in an 
attempt to escape him, but Zeus eventually overcomes her: 
τοὺϲ δὲ µέτα τριτάτην Ἑλένην τέκε θαῦµα βροτοῖϲι· 
τήν ποτε καλλίκοµοϲ Νέµεϲιϲ φιλότητι µιγεῖϲα 
Ζηνὶ θεῶν βαϲιλῆϊ τέκε κρατερῆϲ ὑπ’ ἀνάγκηϲ· 
φεῦγε γὰρ οὐδ’ ἔθελεν µιχθήµεναι ἐν φιλότητι 
πατρὶ Διὶ Κρονίωνι· ἐτείρετο γὰρ φρέναϲ αἰδοῖ  
καὶ νεµέϲει· κατὰ γῆν δὲ καὶ ἀτρύγετον µέλαν ὕδωρ 
φεῦγε, Ζεὺϲ δ’ ἐδίωκε—λαβεῖν δ’ ἐλιλαίετο θυµῶι— 
ἄλλοτε µὲν κατὰ κῦµα πολυφλοίϲβοιο θαλάϲϲηϲ 
ἰχθύι εἰδοµένην πόντον πολὺν ἐξοροθύνων, 
ἄλλοτ’ ἀν’ Ὠκεανὸν ποταµὸν καὶ πείρατα γαίηϲ, 
ἄλλοτ’ ἀν’ ἤπειρον πολυβώλακα· γίγνετο δ’ αἰνὰ 
θηρί’, ὅϲ’ ἤπειροϲ πολλὰ τρέφει, ὄφρα φύγοι νιν. 
 
After them [i.e. the Dioscuri], he begot Helen third, a marvel for men. Beautiful 
haired Nemesis mingled in love with Zeus, king of gods, and bore her under 
mighty compulsion. For she fled and did not wish to mingle in love with Zeus the 
father, son of Cronus. For she felt terrified out of shame and retribution. Over the 
earth and barren dark sea, she fled. Zeus pursued, longed to catch her. Now over 
the waves of the roaring sea, she became a fish and he roused the great deep. Now 
throughout the Ocean and ends of the earth, now throughout the fertile land. And 
she became many fearsome beasts, as many as the land nurtures, so that she might 
escape him. 
 
The encounter is clearly a rape, and it is Nemesis, rather than Zeus, who is transformed. 
Her metamorphoses, however, are an attempt to escape her would-be rapist and not, as in 
the tragedies, a punishment.  
 As Henderson has shown, in Cratinus’ Nemesis, the comic poet has altered the 
rape of Nemesis depicted in the Cypria into a seduction by deception plot.351 We are told 
(test. ii.) that in Nemesis Zeus turns himself into a swan and corrupted (φθεῖραι) Nemesis. 
                                                
351 Henderson 2012. The account in Hyginus’ Astronomica (2.8) provides an idea about 
how the myth may have been treated. There, Zeus tells Aphrodite to take the form of an 
eagle and chase him in the form of a swan. He will then pretend to take refuge in 
Nemesis’ lap and then seduce her. Hyginus’ account could be, in fact, influenced, directly 
or indirectly, by Cratinus’ Nemesis. 
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As noted above, although φθεῖραι is sometimes translated as rape, in a sexual context it 
strictly means “take away maidenhood.” Some of the extant fragments fit into a possible 
deception and seduction by metamorphosis plot. Fr. 114 confirms Zeus’ metamorphosis 
into a swan in the dramatic action of the comedy: “Well you must become a great bird”  
(ὄρνιθα τοίνυν δεῖ ϲε γίγνεϲθαι µέγαν). The “great bird” (µέγαϲ ὄρνιϲ), the testimonia 
tell us, is the swan, and so the character addressed is likely Zeus.352 Fr. 116 may come 
from a seduction scene in which Zeus-as-bird is in Nemesis’ lap, if the foods are indeed 
double-entendres:353  
ὡϲ ἐϲθίων τοῖϲ ϲιτίοιϲιν ἥδοµαι· 
ἅπαντα δ’ εἶναί ⟨µοι⟩ δοκεῖ ῥοδωνιὰ 
καὶ µῆλα καὶ ϲέλινα καὶ ϲιϲύµβρια. 
 
How I enjoy eating my food! It seems to me it’s all rose gardens and apples and 
celery and mint! 
 
After Zeus has slept with Nemesis, she lays an egg, and the stewardship of the egg is 
somehow passed to Leda and Tyndareus of Sparta (fr. 119). The dramatic action, in fact, 
likely shifts from the setting of the rape, Rhamnous, to Sparta, and so at least a portion of 
the comedy would have depicted the incubation of the egg and possibly even Helen’s 
hatching from the egg. Little attention, then, is paid to Nemesis after the sexual encounter 
or after the laying of the egg. 
 As we shall see, this type of patterning is common in the comedies depicting 
Zeus’ affairs. Zeus typically metamorphoses into something in order to deceive his victim 
                                                
352 On the possible speaker, see below. 
353 The scholiast who preserves the lines says ῥοδωνιὰ (“rose garden”) is used 
euphemistically for female genitalia (τὸ γυναικεῖον µόριον). Henderson 2012, 5, notes 
that the other items in the list are also used as double-entendres elsewhere in comedy. See 
Henderson 1991, 135, 136, 149. 
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into a sexual relationship. It is possible that Cratinus may have introduced this pattern to 
comedy, but it is unclear what would motivate his choosing a seduction plot. Scholars 
have tended to see Cratinus’ depiction of the lascivious Zeus as a slight against 
Pericles.354 Another possibility is the apparent taboo against specific types of violence 
(e.g., murder) in comedy,355 and early comedians may have also avoided depicting rape 
onstage.356 Whatever the motivation(s), Cratinus departed from the typical depiction of 
Zeus’ encounter with Nemesis as a rape, and the Nemesis, if indeed it was the first to 
                                                
354 Some scholars have argued for a one-to-one political allegorical reading of Nemesis 
and other mythological comedies (e.g., Schwarze 1971, Rosen 1988, Casolari 2003), but 
others have suggested more nuanced interpretations of the incorporation of politics into 
mythological comedy (Bowie 2000, 324-25; Wright 2007, 426-27; Henderson 2012, 7-8; 
and esp. Bakola 2010, 180-229). 
355 Aristotle says that in comedy, no one ever kills anyone “For there [in comedy] those 
who are worst enemies in the story, such as Orestes and Aegisthus, leave in the end as 
friends (φίλοι), and no one kills anyone” (Poetics 1453a). 
356 In Lysias I, Eratosthenes argues that Athenian law holds the seduction of a wife as a 
more serious crime than rape. Harris 1990 argues against this position, but other scholars 
have upheld Eratosthenes’ claim (see Harris 1990, 370 n. 2, for bibliography). Fourth-
century comedy has been used as evidence for contemporary opinions about rape (esp. 
Omitowoju 2002), but if domestic comedy is a problematic source for cultural historians, 
mythological comedy, with divine and semi-divine characters displaced in time and 
space, would be an even more problematic source. Early comedy in general seems to 
have been careful in their depiction of women onstage. See Henderson 2000 and 2002. 
Our evidence for women in comedy is not nearly as detailed as we would like, especially 
given the vastly different treatment women of different statuses received in comedy (e.g., 
historical, contemporary, mythical, fictional; young women, old women; wives, maidens, 
hetaerae, aulos-girls, pornae), and the evidence is especially poor for comedy before 430. 
The available evidence suggests a focus on “public” figures like pornae, female slave, 
and aulos-girls in the 430s and 420s. Pherecrates, writing about 440s-410s, is credited 
with introducing the hetaera comedy, but the appeal of this character was apparently low 
until the beginning of the fourth century, when Theopompus began featuring them once 
again. As for marriageable women, we have no evidence for their appearance outside of 
mythological comedies until 411 when they make their stage debut in Aristophanes’ 
Lysistrata and Themosphoriazusae. This evidence does suggest a general trend of 
gradually including private women into comedy. Nevertheless, this picture may be biased 
by political and topical comedy’s lack of interest generally in private matters, and our 
evidence for comedy of this period is weighted heavily towards the political and topical. 
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depict an affair of Zeus on the comic stage, established a comic pattern for the treatment 
of these myths, and other comedians were happy to follow his lead. The deception of 
mortals by metamorphosis became a common trope, and of the five comedies whose 
fragments reveal something of the plot, at least four follow this Cratinean pattern. 
Furthermore, all the comedies depict domestic squabbling, but, as far as we can tell, none 
of the women is put in the same grave danger as their tragic counterparts.  
 In Sannyrion’s Danaë, Zeus contemplates the best form to take to sneak into 
Danaë’s chamber: “What should I become and enter the chimney?” (τί οὖν γενόµενοϲ 
εἰϲ ὀπὴν ἐνδύϲοµαι; fr.8.1). Sannyrion has followed the usual mythic version in which 
Zeus must break into Danaë’s room; unfortunately, Sannyrion’s treatment of the rest of 
the myth remains largely a mystery. We do not know whether Danaë’s father has locked 
her up (this is possibly confirmed by Zeus’ forcible entry), how Zeus enters (possibly by 
becoming the shower of gold), and whether Danaë is further punished because of her 
pregnancy. 
 In Platon’s Long Night, the action is also uncertain, but it seems that Zeus has 
taken Amphitryon’s form and his sidekick informs the audience how to tell them apart: 
“Here on the side of his head he will have a lamp with two wicks” (ἐνταῦθ’ ἐπ’ ἄκρων 
τῶν κροτάφων ἕξει λύχνον / δίµυξον,  fr. 90 ).357 Whatever the exact scenario, the play 
certainly depicted a tense domestic situation between a husband and wife. A woman 
complains about her husband’s inconsiderateness: “but moreover it’s ridiculous that my 
                                                
357 Cf. Plautus’ Amphitruo, where Mercury tells the audience that his own hat will have a 
feather and Jupiter’s hat will have a golden tassel which will distinguish them from their 
mortal counterparts (142-45). 
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husband didn’t think of me” (ἀλλ’ αὖ γέλοιον ἄνδρα µου µὴ φροντίϲαι µηδέν, fr. 89), 
but fr. 93 suggests some kind of reconciliation will occur: “To be about to return to 
harmony after burning in anger” (ἥξειν ἀποφλεγµήνανταϲ358 εἰϲ διαλλαγάϲ). This 
marital dispute, then, may not become more serious than squabbling, and the play is 
probably more similar to Plautus’ Amphitruo, in which Amphitryon is never a real threat 
to Alcmene,359 than Euripides’ Alcmene, in which Amphitryon nearly burns her alive. 
 In Daedalus, Aristophanes may put a twist on this comic pattern. We are told 
explicitly that Zeus changes himself into many forms and misbehaves (πανουργοῦντα, 
cf. fr. 198), likely meaning Zeus is seducing married women. Indeed, some character 
complains about women having affairs: 
πάϲαιϲ γυναιξὶν ἐξ ἑνόϲ γέ του ⟨τρόπου⟩ 
ὥϲπερ παροψὶϲ µοιχὸϲ ἐϲκευαϲµένοϲ 
 
For all wives there is one common practice: having an adulterer prepared as a side 
dish. 
      fr. 191 
 
Unfortunately, we do not know who the women is, but if Zeus has indeed seduced a 
married woman, this is an act unparalleled in tragedy, where Zeus’ victims are always 
maidens. How Daedalus fits into Zeus’ adventures is also unclear, but Kock, followed by 
Henderson,360 offered the tempting suggestion that Zeus uses Daedalus’ craftsmanship in 
his deception. Perhaps Daedalus, as he did for Pasiphaë’s transformation into a wooden 
cow, makes different contraptions for Zeus. If this is indeed the plot of Daedalus, perhaps 
                                                
358 Could this be an allusion to the pyre scene in Euripides’ Alcmene? 
359 See chapter 5 on the threat to Alcmene in the Amphitruo. 
360 Henderson 2007, 199 
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the standard metamorphosis plot had become so hackneyed that Aristophanes introduced 
a slight variation.361  
 In Amphis’ Callisto (fr. 46), Zeus plays a trick on the maiden when he takes the 
form of Artemis in order to seduce her. Callisto, it seems, only has eyes for the huntress 
goddess, and so Zeus must deceive her into a sexual relationship.362 Once her pregnancy 
is discovered, Artemis questions Callisto and becomes angry. Artemis turns her into a 
bear, and Callisto is hunted by men. Zeus intervenes and turns Callisto into a 
constellation in order to protect her. Thus, Callisto is the only comic maiden we know of 
who is punished by a metamorphosis, but this at the hands of Artemis before Zeus 
intervenes to protect her. 
 In Antiphanes’ Ganymede, it is unclear whether Zeus rapes the Trojan prince or 
deceives him like the other comic victims. Ganymede is mentioned already in the Iliad, 
but Homer describes him only as Zeus’ cupbearer (Iliad 20.231-5), not his lover.363 
Literary accounts of the myth are few,364 but the visual arts preserve diverse accounts of 
the myth.365 In most depictions, Ganymede is chased either by Zeus or by an eagle. The 
earliest vases show Zeus himself chasing Ganymede, but in the fourth century we find 
                                                
361 We are told that Aristophanes and Platon stole each other’s material (τὰ ἀλλήλων 
ὑφαιροῦνται) in Daedalus (Aristophanes Daedalus test. ii), but we are not told exactly 
what material was supposedly stolen.  
362 Henrichs 1986, 262, and Nesselrath 1990, 235, find it hard to believe that Callisto did 
not know Zeus’ true identity.  
363 Orth 2013, 32, notes that both the Iliad (20.235) and the Hymn to Aphrodite (203) 
emphasize Ganymede’s beauty, which would later serve as justification for the abduction. 
See also Sichtermann 1988 (=LIMC IV.1, 154–69). 
364 The first references to Zeus’ erotic attraction to Ganymede appear in Ibycus fr. 289, 
Theognis 1345-48, and Pindar Olympian 1.44 and 10.105.  
365 See Sichtermann 1988 
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scenes with an eagle pursing the boy. In some of these, Ganymede seems unwilling, but 
in others, Zeus seduces him with gifts, as an erastes would an eromenos. A few variations 
also appear in the visual arts, including Hermes, Iris, and even a swan pursuing 
Ganymede. Thus, the comic poets had many possibilities when depicting this myth, and 
many different aspects of the myth would appeal to the comedians (especially the 
metamorphosis and seduction variants). 366  The fragments of Antiphanes’ comedy, 
however, offer no suggestions as to which version he followed.367 Since Zeus’ victim is a 
young man, the threat of pregnancy cannot cause turmoil, but a spat does arise between 
Ganymede’s father and his pedagogue (fr. 75). 
 Thus in these comedies Zeus usually tricks mortals into sexual relationships with 
a metamorphosis, whereas most tragedies about Zeus’ affairs depict the sexual encounters 
as acts of violence. For comedy, especially the fifth-century comedies, Zeus’ seducing 
mortals seems to have been a more appropriate subject. Comic poets were more 
interested in Zeus’ metamorphoses as a set-up for scenes of mistaken identity than in the 
plight of the victims. For tragedy, on the other hand, rapes and other violence against 
women suit tragic storytelling, and the tragedians could use violence to build pathos and 
suspense. Tragedians also employed metamorphoses, which served two primary 
                                                
366 Although the fragments preserve no explicit reference to an erotic relationship 
between Zeus and Ganymede, contemporary visual representations indicate it was 
commonly depicted and understood. Konstantakos 2000, 95: “The Ganymede-comedies 
doubtless took it for granted.”   
367 In Alcaeus’ Ganymede, a titmouse (αἰγίθαλλοϲ) is preventing something, perhaps an 
eagle’s abduction, as suggested by Nesselrath 1990, 209 n. 96, and Konstantakos 2002, 
163. See also Orth 2013, ad loc, who proposes as an alternative that the fragment may 
describe an augury, in which a titmouse has been humorously substituted for a more 
appropriate bird.  
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purposes. A tragic metamorphosis was used either as a punishment for the victim or 
Zeus’ fanciful metamorphoses was used as a device to emphasize disbelief about the 
affair and thus to discredit the female.  
 Nevertheless, although these dramas reveal certain generic tendencies, they are 
only tendencies, and we find deviations even in this small body of evidence. In Euripides’ 
Danaë, there is no indication of a rape, and Zeus has transformed into gold in order to 
infiltrate Danaë’s prison chamber, a plot which follows the deception pattern. As for 
comedy, Antiphanes’ Ganymede possibly uses an abduction plot closer to the rape than 
deception plot, and Amphis’ Callisto is punished for her affair with Zeus. 
 
Depicting the myths onstage: The role of the gods in the dramas 
No matter what mythological variant, rape or deception, is selected, comedians and 
tragedians developed different story patterns for presenting these myths onstage. In 
tragedy, the action is focused almost exclusively on the mortal level, and the divine 
figures of tragedy usually interact with the mortals at the end of the drama, ex machina. 
Even when he is the perpetrator of deceptions, Zeus himself does not appear, nor is his 
appearance in any tragedy conclusive. 368  Other gods serve as his onstage proxy. 
Comedians, on the other hand, were freer in their depictions of gods. They did bring Zeus 
onstage, and their ability to incorporate Zeus himself into the action affected how they 
portrayed these myths. Indeed, comedians developed their own standard pattern, which 
                                                
368 Moreno 2001 surveys the evidence for Zeus’ appearance in tragedy. She argues that 
he does appear, but the argument is not entirely convincing, in part because she uses 
evidence from comedy. See below on Zeus’ possible appearance in these specific plays.  
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involved Zeus and some accomplice plotting and carrying out the deception onstage. 
Thus, in tragedy, Hermes, or some other companion god of Zeus, usually appears ex 
machina to make things right, but in comedy, Zeus and an accomplice are an active part 
of the seduction ruse.  
 
Tragedy 
In three of the four tragedies (Euripides’ Antiope, Euripides’ Alcmene, Sophocles’ 
Inachus),369 Zeus intervenes indirectly through another god,  and in the fourth (Euripides’ 
Danaë), a deus ex machina cannot be ruled out entirely. In Euripides’ Antiope, the only 
time a god appears is at the end of the drama, when Hermes appears ex machina, bearing 
Zeus’ proclamation (Διὸϲ κήργ[µ ...]ν φέρων, fr. 223.70). In Euripides’ Alcmene, only a 
couple of lines of the (likely) ex machina speech survives, and there is no indication of its 
speaker. Someone says,  
οὐ γάρ ποτ’ εἴων Ϲθένελον εἰϲ τὸν εὐτυχῆ 
χωροῦντα τοῖχον τῆϲ δίκηϲ ἀποϲτερεῖν. 
 
For I never allowed Sthenelus to move to the favorable side and commit an 
injustice. 
        fr. 89 
The first person verb εἴων indicate that these are likely the words of Zeus. Because Hera 
herself contrived to reduce Amphitryon’s power to benefit Sthenelus, it seems unlikely 
that Hermes, or another god, could claim that he never allowed Sthenelus to get the upper 
hand. Zeus is the most likely divinity to try to circumvent the queen of the gods, but he is 
                                                
369 This section will not consider the Prometheus Bound since the myth of Io is not the 
primary focus of the drama. Nor will we consider Aeschylus’ Carians or Europa since 
our knowledge of the play is limited almost entirely to Europa’s prologue speech. 
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not necessarily the speaker of this fragment. Another god could simply be reporting what 
Zeus has said in direct speech, as, for example, Hermes does of Apollo in the prologue to 
Ion (29-35).370 The identity of the speaker is unclear, and Hermes, Athena, and Apollo 
are a few possibilities. Whoever the speaker is, Zeus still plays an important, though 
indirect, part at the end of the drama, especially when he extinguishes the fire on which 
Amphitryon intends to incinerate Alcmene. Several vase-paintings depict a similar scene, 
and both Zeus and Hermes appear on two of these vases. If these vases were indeed 
inspired by Euripides’ treatment, Zeus could appear on them because he extinguishes the 
flames and Hermes because he explains Zeus’ actions onstage. 
 In Euripides’ Danaë, an ex machina speech is uncertain. None of the extant 
fragments seem to come from such a speech, but a hypothesis possibly describing 
Euripides’ Danaë (cod. Pal. Gr. 287) may provide an important clue. The hypothesis lists 
the characters of the drama as “Hermes, Danaë, Nurse, Acrisius, Messenger, Chorus, 
Athena.” It is difficult to imagine a role for Hermes and Athena unless one speaks the 
prologue and the other appears ex machina. Unfortunately, the originality of the 
hypothesis has been disputed because it is followed by a spurious prologue speech.371  
 Sophocles’ Inachus differs significantly from these Euripidean tragedies as the 
gods do not merely appear ex machina and they play a more active role in the drama. In 
                                                
370 Grotius 1626, ad loc., suggested emending the second line to χωροῦντα τοῖχον τῆϲ 
δίκηϲ ⟨ϲ’⟩ ἀποϲτερεῖν, and since the second-person pronoun ϲε would refer to 
Amphitryon, it would perhaps be slightly awkward, although not impossible, for another 
god to deliver a speech that Zeus had originally addressed to Amphitryon. Nevertheless, 
the second-person pronoun is merely a conjecture, and it is possible that the next line 
included the true direct object of ἀποϲτερεῖν, which could just as easily be a third-person 
pronoun. 
371 See West 1981, 74-76. 
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fact, both Hermes and Iris appear onstage, but it is unclear how extensive a role they play 
in the action. At some point, Hermes accuses Iris of theft: “Who is this woman, robber of 
the Arcadian cap?” (γυνὴ τίϲ ἥδε, ϲυλὰϲ Ἀρκάδοϲ κυνῆϲ; fr. 272). The scholiast (on 
Aristophanes Birds 1203) who preserves this line indicated that Hermes is the speaker 
and Iris the thief. Since Hermes expresses surprise at her presence, Hera has possibly sent 
her as her own representative. 
 We have no other evidence about Iris’ role, but Hermes appears at least after, and 
possibly before, Io’s transformation. About 350 lines into the drama,372 the Chorus refers 
to a “dark stranger” (κάρβανοϲ αἰθόϲ, fr. 269a.54),373 who is usually thought to be 
Zeus374 or Hermes375 in disguise, and the few references to a stranger earlier in the 
fragment (23, 45, 49) indicate that his true identity was not yet known by the mortal 
chaaracters. This stranger is blamed for Io’s metamorphosis into a cow. Later, however, 
characters refer to Zeus by name (frr. 269c.21, 28, 33, 35, 41; 269d.22 ) and call Hermes 
Zeus’ “messenger of loves” (ἐρώτων ἄγγελον, fr. 269c.21) and his “lackey” (λάτριϲ, 
fr. 269c.35 and fr. 269d.22). Thus, Hermes certainly plays a role after Io’s 
metamorphosis and after the identity of the mysterious stranger is revealed. But in fr. 
269c, Hermes is said to be returning (ἀνέϲτρεψεν πόδα, 269c.23; ἦ ῥα τάχα Διὸϲ αὖ, / 
                                                
372 A marginal line number appears in the manuscript preserving fr. 269a. 
373 O’Sullivan and Collard 2013, 317, provide a succinct discussion of the scholarly 
controversy concerning the identity of the stranger as “dark.” 
374 Carden 1974, Seaford 1980, S. West 1984 
375 Calder 1958, 144; Lloyd-Jones 1960, 26; Sutton 1979, 56, 58-60 
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Διὸϲ ἄρα λάτριϲ ὅδε; 269c.34-35), and so he may have played some part earlier in the 
action, perhaps even before Io’s transformation.376 
 Some scholars have suggested Zeus appears onstage in Sophocles’ Inachus.377 A 
scholiast on Aristophanes’ Wealth says, τοῦ Διὸϲ εἰϲελθόντοϲ πάντα µεϲτὰ ἀγαθῶν 
ἐγένοντο (“When Zeus entered everything was filled with goodness,” Σ Wealth 806 = fr. 
275), and this echoes Inachus’ praising the “dark stranger” for the good things 
accomplished (ἐπηινέθη καλά, fr. 269a.25) before he started doing bad things. The dark 
stranger, therefore, was Zeus, but even with the scholiast’s claim, we cannot be certain 
Zeus appeared onstage. He certainly could have appeared in the first scene of the drama, 
or his actions could have been recounted in a prologue speech.  
 Whether Zeus appears or not,378 the gods in Sophocles’ Inachus have similarities 
to both their comic and tragic counterparts. Like the gods of Euripides’ Alcmene and 
Antiope, Hermes intervenes after the maiden has undergone much suffering, and he 
represents Zeus onstage. But Hermes’ role is not limited to a deus ex machina speech, 
and his significantly expanded function invites comparison to Zeus’ accomplices in 
                                                
376 Sutton 1979, 58-59, Sullivan and Collard 2013, 323 n. 15 
377 Especially Seaford 1980 and S. West 1984. Sullivan and Collard 2013, 317, assume 
that the dark stranger, whoever he is, appears onstage, but Pfeiffer 1958, 40, suggested 
that his actions were merely narrated by another character.  
378 S. West’s 1984, 294, position on Zeus’ appearance in tragedy in general seems 
sensible: there was likely no prohibition against Zeus’ appearing in tragedy but there 
were few mythological circumstances in which his appearance was necessary. She 
continues, “But his amours with mortal women absolutely require his presence on earth, 
and to assess the force of this supposed tragic ban we need to concentrate on tragedies 
based on this body of legend.” Despite her attempt to argue that Zeus appeared in 
Euripides’ Alcmene, no evidence supports this hypothesis. And so while I agree that there 
was likely no explicit prohibition against Zeus’ appearance in tragedy, it is striking that 
we have no evidence for him in any tragedy, but we have evidence for his appearance in 
many comedies treating his affairs. 
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comedy. Sophocles’ Inachus, however, may be a satyr drama rather than a tragedy, and 
so its genre may influence the depiction of the gods.379  
 These tragedies (with the exception of Sophocles’ Inachus and possibly 
Euripides’ Danaë), then, show the gods interacting with the humans after Zeus has slept 
with his victim, usually only ex machina at the end of the drama. But it is never Zeus 
himself who intervenes again after impregnating a maiden. Usually Hermes or another 
god fulfills this role. The gods tend not to interact directly with mortals before the affair, 
but because of the fragmentary state of these dramas, no conclusion can be definitive. 
Euripides’ Ion, however, may provide a blueprint for the basic structure of these dramas: 
even when a god acts to protect his child or the mother, he does so indirectly, and other 




One of the most significant differences between comedy and tragedy is comedy’s 
willingness to present Zeus onstage. Zeus likely appears in all the comedies we have 
explored so far. Since the comic poets did incorporate Zeus into their dramas, their 
comedies depicting his affairs differ from tragedy. In comedy, the focus, at least at the 
                                                
379 Seaford 1980, 28-29, thinks it is a satyr drama because there are no tragedies that 
depict a successful seduction or sexual encounter as the central event. He says that the 
event in Euripides’ Danaë probably happens before the action, and he does not mention 
Alcmene. See Sullivan and Collard 2013, 314-15. S. West 1984 thinks it is a tragedy, 
although she notes it is a subjective assumption.  
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beginning of the drama, is primarily on Zeus’ perspective as he plots his deception with 
an accomplice. 
 Cratinus’ Nemesis depicts Zeus and an accomplice plotting his deception of the 
goddess Nemesis.380 In fr. 114, someone is prompted to become a large bird (ὄρνιθα 
τοίνυν δεῖ ϲε γίγνεϲθαι µέγαν). As noted earlier, the “large bird” is the swan that Zeus 
becomes to accomplish his ruse. Therefore, the addressee is Zeus, and the speaker could 
be Hermes or perhaps Aphrodite.381 Hermes typically plays the function of Zeus’ 
sidekick, but in the myth sometimes Aphrodite plays a part in tricking Nemesis.382 Likely 
whoever helps Zeus with the deception ruse also plays a part in transferring the egg to 
Sparta.383 
 In four comedies, Platon’s Long Night, his Europa, Antiphanes’ Ganymede, and 
Sannyrion’s Danaë, the exact details of the plotting are unclear, but several fragments 
seemingly from plotting scenes survive. In the Long Night, someone seems to announce 
Zeus’ disguise to the audience: “Here on the side of his head he will have a lamp with 
two wicks” (ἐνταῦθ’ ἐπ’ ἄκρων τῶν κροτάφων ἕξει λύχνον / δίµυξον, fr. 90). This 
fragment would be spoken by someone knowledgeable of the plan, probably Hermes, and 
so we see again Zeus and his accomplice at work. In Platon’s Europa, two characters 
discuss the benefits of waking a woman before sleeping with her: 
                                                
380 In her discussion of Nemesis, Bakola 2010, 172, notes that rapes and seductions were 
the subject of several tragedies and therefore hints that the Nemesis could be burlesquing 
tragic treatments. 
381 Henderson 2012, 4 suspects the accomplice is Hermes: “it is Aphrodite who would get 
her instructions from Zeus, not vice versa.” 
382 E.g., in Hyginus’ Astronomica (2.8) 
383 See Henderson 2012, 6-7. 
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{Α.} γυνὴ καθεὺδουϲ’ ἐϲτὶν ἀργόν. {Β.} µανθάνω. 
{Α.} ἐγρηγορυίαϲ δ’ εἰϲὶν αἱ παροψίδεϲ 
αὐταὶ µόνον κρεῖττον πολὺ χρῆµ’ εἰϲ ἡδονὴν 
ἢ τἆλλα {Β.} βίνου γάρ τινεϲ παροψίδεϲ 
εἰϲ’, ἀντιβολῶ ϲ; 
 
{A.} A sleeping woman is an idle thing. {B.} I know. {A.} But awake, her side 
dishes alone are much more pleasurable than the rest. {B.} I beg you, are there 
side dishes to screwing? 
     fr. 43 
 
Possibly this fragment comes from a plotting scene in which Zeus and his accomplice 
discuss a sleeping Europa.384 In Antiphanes’ Ganymede, someone seems to be giving a 
tour of the future scene of the crime: 
  ὁρᾶιϲ; ἐν τῆιδε µὲν 
ὁ τῶν Φρυγῶν τύραννοϲ οἰκῶν τυγχάνει 
γέρων, † ἀπ’ ὀργῆϲ † Λαοµέδων καλούµενοϲ 
 
Do you see? In here, the king of the Phrygians happen to dwell, an old man 
named, on account of his disposition, Laomedon 
      fr. 74 
 
This could come from a scene at the beginning of the play when Zeus and his accomplice 
case Laomedon’s castle before abducting Ganymede.385 
 In Sannyrion’s Danaë, Zeus plots his infiltration of Danaë’s bedroom, but it is 
unclear if he has a sidekick. In fr. 8, Zeus says: 
τί οὖν γενόµενοϲ εἰϲ ὀπὴν ἐνδύϲοµαι; 
ζητητεόν· φέρ’ εἰ γενοίµην ⟨ ⟩ γαλῆ· 
ἀλλ’ Ἡγέλοχοϲ ⟨εὐθύϲ⟩ µε µηνύϲειεν ⟨ἂν⟩ 
ὁ τραγικὸϲ ἀνακράγοι τ’ ἂν εἰϲιδὼν µέγα· 
“ἐκ κυµάτων γὰρ αὖθιϲ αὖ γαλῆν ὁρῶ.” 
 
What should I become and enter the chimney? Let’s see. What if I become a 
weasel? But Hegelochus the tragic actor, seeing me, might immediately give me 
away and croak loudly, “For anew from the billows I see a weasel.” 
                                                
384 See Henderson 2012, 4-5 




It is not clear whether Zeus is delivering a soliloquy or conversing with a sidekick, but 
the tone suggests a soliloquy addressed to the audience. Given the metatheatrical 
reference to the tragic actor Hegelochus, Zeus seems to be addressing the audience as 
knowledgeable theater-goers, and he is perhaps recruiting them along in his plot. 
  Indeed, the Zeus-and-divine-sidekick routine seems to have become common in 
comedy, and so other comic poets introduced variations by substituting Hermes for a 
different accomplice. In Alcaeus’ Ganymede, Zeus is encumbered by a hobbling 
Hephaestus: “Lame one, hurry up or you’ll be thunderbolted” (κατάχωλε, θᾶττον, ἢ 
κεραυνοπλὴξ ἔϲηι, fr. 3).386 It is difficult to imagine what function Hephaestus could be 
serving in the Ganymede story. Zeus is clearly upset that Hephaestus is slowing him 
down, and so possibly Hermes, Zeus’ typical, competent accomplice, is replaced by 
Hephaestus. 387  Alternatively, Zeus could be complaining that Hephaestus is an 
unacceptable cupbearer, and the comedy could be about Zeus’ finding a replacement (i.e., 
Ganymede).388 Both scenarios could also be combined in the comedy. If Hephaestus does 
help Zeus on his adventure, no doubt substituting such an inept helper in the accomplice 
shtick would garner some laughs. 
 Aristophanes may have done something similar in his Daedalus. The plot of the 
comedy is uncertain, but we know, at least, that Zeus changes into many forms. It is 
unclear what role Daedalus would play, but perhaps, as noted above, Zeus recruits 
Daedelus to help with his deceptions. Daedalus could perhaps craft different animal 
                                                
386 On Alcaeus’ Ganymede, see Orth 2013, 32-54 
387 So Radermacher 1924, 19, Konstantakos 2002, 163, and Storey 2011 Vol.1, 45. 
388 So Nesselrath 1990, 209 n. 96 
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costumes for Zeus, as he did for Pasiphaë in her seduction of the bull. Thus we have a 
double twist on the standard comic scenario: the mortal craftsman Daedalus replaces 
Zeus’ divine accomplice, and Zeus is unable to metamorphose himself for his deceptions. 
Daedalus must help. 
 These comedies show a remarkably different focus from the tragedies. Whereas 
the tragedies focus primarily on the maiden and her family, the comedies include Zeus’ 
plotting with an accomplice in the beginning. The standard companion is possibly 
Hermes. Although we have no direct evidence of his appearance, he is an appropriately 
comic character and serves similar functions in other comedies (e.g., Cratinus’ 
Dionysalexandros and Plautus’ Amphitruo). Other characters sometimes accompanied 
Zeus (e.g., Daedalus in Aristophanes’ Daedalus and Hephaestus in Alcaeus’ Ganymede), 
and no doubt the variation on the stock scene of plotting would defend against charges of 
writing hackneyed plots. We have no evidence of an equivalent scene in tragedy, but 
because of the fragmentary state of the evidence and the limited number of plays on the 
subject, it is better to think of tendencies rather than absolute rules.389  
 
Comedians must have been drawn to the affairs of Zeus not because tragedians treated 
these myths, but because of their innate comic potential. Comic poets, I suggest, were not 
necessarily mocking these myths, nor were they necessarily mocking tragic treatments of 
these myths. These myths could be funny. Because mythical inspiration was not enough 
to produce a myth on the comic stage, the comic poets had to adapt them for their own 
                                                
389 We hear of no plotting with an accomplice in Amphis’ treatment of the Callisto myth. 
For his treatment, however, we have only a summary.  
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purposes, and in so doing they developed their own patterns distinct from their tragic 
counterparts. In developing their own patterns for the affairs of Zeus, comedians adapted 






5. MYTH-MAKING IN PLAUTUS’ AMPHITRUO390 
 
Only one mythological comedy survives nearly complete from the ancient world: 
Plautus’ Roman comedy Amphitruo.391 The Amphitruo is thus a unique gem since it 
provides the best glimpse at how a comic poet could treat a myth, both by refocusing the 
emphasis of a myth and by manipulating mythological minutiae for humorous effect. 
Indeed, Plautus depicts the myth of Heracles’ conception and birth in a way unlike any 
other extant treatment. Traditionally, the myth involves Zeus sleeping with Alcmene so 
that she bear a great hero for mortals, but instead Plautus makes the myth about Zeus’ 
long-term relationship with Alcmene, even when she is nine-months pregnant, and the 
resulting domestic spat when Alcmene’s husband Amphitryon returns home from war. 
Plautus thus boldly breaks from tradition, but he nevertheless skillfully incorporates 
many of the features common in the myth.  
The Amphitruo, however, is not typically read in this way. Plautus and his 
colleague in comedy Terence frequently claim in their prologues that their dramas are 
translations or adaptations of earlier Greek comedies. Indeed, one of the great debates 
concerns the source or the model of the Amphitruo. Recent scholarship, however, has 
emphasized the original aspects of Plautus’ comedies, or, as Edward Fraenkal puts it in 
                                                
390 For consistency with other chapters, I have retained the traditional Greek 
transliterations of the mythological heroes’ names (i.e., Amphitruo = Amphitryon, 
Alcumena = Alcmene, Hercules = Heracles). I will refer to the play, however, by its Latin 
title Amphitruo, and I refer to the dramatic characters as Jupiter and Mercury but the 
mythological divinities as Zeus and Hermes. Nevertheless, it is significant that Plautus 
has chosen to depict Roman, not Greek, gods and heroes onstage. See Fletcher 2013, 138, 
on Hyginus’ choice to refer to the gods by their Roman names. 
391 A substantial portion of act 4 is lost, of which only a few fragments remain. See 
Fantham 1973 for a possible reconstruction. 
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his watershed study, the Plautine in Plautus (Plautinisches im Plautus),392 and yet 
Plautus’ original treatment of the myth remains understudied. In this chapter, I suggest 
that the myth of the conception and birth of Heracles has plenty of Plautus in it too. Of 
course, because many of our potential sources are lost, we cannot be completely certain 
which innovations Plautus has introduced. Nevertheless, if Plautus did have a direct 
model, either a lost Greek comedy or tragedy, we would expect that model’s treatment of 
the myth, particularly if it were Euripides’ Alcmene, to influence other literary and 
especially mythographic sources. Indeed, a number of extant sources treat this myth, but 
we find no traces of the most striking features of Plautus’ comedy (including the 
emphasis on Zeus’ lust rather than the procreation of Heracles) in earlier accounts, 
although there are traces of Plautus’ treatment after its production. The best case for 
Plautine originality, therefore, is his unparalleled treatment of the myth. 
 
COMPOSITION AND GENRE 
The poet himself does seem to invite scholarly Quellenforschungen in the prologue. 
Mercury, who speaks the prologue, comes onstage to explain the plot of a tragedy, which 
apparently upsets the audience, and so he agrees to transform the tragedy into a comedy. 
He calls this hybrid a tragicomedy:  
Nunc quam rem oratum huc veni primum proloquar, 
post argumentum huius eloquar tragoediae.   
quid? contraxistis frontem, quia tragoediam   
dixi futuram hanc? deus sum, commutavero.   
eandem hanc, si voltis, faciam ex tragoedia   
                                                
392 Fraenkel 1922, translated into Italian in 1960 and into English in 2007. On the impact 
of Fraenkel’s work, see Fontaine 2014. 
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comoedia ut sit omnibus isdem vorsibus.   
utrum sit an non voltis? sed ego stultior,   
quasi nesciam vos velle, qui divos siem.   
teneo quid animi vostri super hac re siet:   
faciam ut commixta sit: <sit> tragicomoedia;   
nam me perpetuo facere ut sit comoedia,  
reges quo veniant et di, non par arbitror.   
quid igitur? quoniam hic servos quoque partes habet,   
faciam sit, proinde ut dixi, tragicomoedia. 
 
Now I’ll say what I first came here to ask. Afterwards I will explain the plot of 
this tragedy. What? You’ve furrowed your brows because I said this will be a 
tragedy? I am a god. I’ll change it. This same play, if you wish, I’ll make a 
comedy from a tragedy with all the same lines. Is this what you want or not? But 
I’m being rather foolish, as if I don’t know what you want, since I am a god. I 
grasp what your opinion on this matter is. I’ll make it mixed: let it be a 
tragicomedy, for making it a nonstop comedy, where royalty and divinities 
appear, is not right, I think. So what then? Since it also has slave parts, I’ll make 
it, as I said therefore, a tragicomedy. 
     50-63 
 
Plautus’ coinage of the word tragicomedy has had an immense impact not only on 
interpretations of the play but also on the Western literary tradition,393 spawning the 
genre tragicomedy, and this passage has sometimes been interpreted as a programmatic 
statement about the composition of the Amphitruo. As we shall see, however, this passage 
tells us more about the audience’s expectations than Plautus’ own method of composing 
the Amphitruo. 
 The Amphitruo, as a mythological comedy, does present a unique problem to 
students of Roman comedy since these dramas are all thought to be translations or 
adaptions of plays of so-called “New” Comedy, the pinnacle of domestic comedy and 
nadir of mythological comedy. This apparent problem has led to a number of hypotheses 
                                                




about the possible sources for the Amphitruo, and there are four primary theories 
regarding its composition:394 it is a translation or adaptation of 1. a Greek comedy, 
sometimes identified as Platon’s Long Night or Archippus’ Amphitryon; 395 2. a play by 
Rhinthon; 396  3. Euripides’ Alcmene or of a Roman version of the Alcmene; 397  4. 
Euripides’ Bacchae.398   
 In some prologues, Plautus explicitly identifies his source, as, for example, in 
Asinaria, where the prologue speaker says, “The name of this story in Greek is Onagos 
(Ass-driver). Demophilus wrote it, and Maccus turned it into a foreign language (vortit 
barbare)” (10-11). The statement in Amphitruo, however, is more general, and it is an 
oversimplification to claim that Plautus says he has adapted a tragedy into a comedy.  
Nevertheless, it has been tempting for scholars to search for a tragic model 
because the extant tragedies (except Aeschylus’ Persians) treat myths whereas none of 
the extant comedies do. In his study of the Amphitruo, Slater concludes, "If we recreate a 
                                                
394 See Christenson 2000, 50-55.  
395 Typically in the scholarly debate, a distinction is made between a source comedy from 
the mid-fourth century (i.e., “Middle” comedy; see Webster 1970, 6) or the late fourth 
century (i.e., “New” comedy; see Hunter 1983, 20 n.2, Beacham 1992, 29-30). Because 
mythological comedies declined in popularity in the second half of the fourth century, it 
is statistically more likely that the source would be from the first half of the fourth 
century, but a few mythological comedies were still produced at the end of that century. 
Pace 1998 argues that Archippus’ comedy is Plautus’ model. 
396 Chiarini 1980 
397 Lefèvre 1982. De Melo 2011, 7, favors this theory, 
398 Stewart 1958, Slater 1990. Christenson 2000, 54-55, seems to prefer this theory. Leo 
1911 had argued that Plautus ineptly combined two different comedies, but Prescott 1913 
and Duckworth 1952 forcefully rejected this hypothesis. Stewart 1958, revising Leo, 
suggested that the Amphitruo represents a melding of Euripides’ Alcmene and Bacchae, 
perhaps indirectly through Rhinthon. Slater 1990 then suggested a direct link between 
Plautus’ and Euripides’ two dramas. Recently, Pelliccia 2010 has argued that the 
Amphitruo is an adaptation of Euripides’ Bacchae, Alcmene, and Protesilaus.  
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hypothetical tragedy of the Amphitruo myth, Plautus' work is just a farcical accretion on 
a serious narrative."399 For Slater himself, this serious narrative is Euripides’ Bacchae;400 
for Lefèvre, Euripides’ Alcmene.401  
Based on our analysis of the affairs of Zeus in the previous chapter, these two 
theories are extremely unlikely. Tragedies and comedies differ significantly in their 
treatment of these myths. Tragedians tend to depict the encounters as rapes, and 
comedians depict them as deceptions or seductions. Plautus’ treatment of the myth 
follows closely the comic affairs of Zeus paradigm: Jupiter, with the help of his 
accomplice Mercury, deceives Alcmene into a sexual relationship. Since Plautus follows 
this common, pre-established comic paradigm, it seems unlikely that he has structured his 
comedy on a tragedy—any tragedy.402  
 It also seems unlikely that Plautus has taken the myth exclusively from Euripides’ 
Alcmene and adapted it to a comic structure. As we saw in the last chapter, Euripides 
likely depicts Amphitryon threatening to burn her on a pyre, and although Plautus’ 
                                                
399 Slater 1990, 123-24 
400 Based on a number of parallels, Stewart 1958 had suggested an indirect link between 
Amphitruo and Bacchae. The parallels include: the setting in Thebes before a palace or 
large house, a god speaking the prologue and taking part in the action, the incorporation 
of humor, the appearance of disguised gods, the themes of drunkenness and madness, and 
two-tier staging. Slater 1990 argues that both dramas’ use of metatheatrical effects 
indicates a direct link between them. Because none of the supposed parallels are unique 
to Bacchae and Amphitruo, I do not find these connections particularly convincing. 
Furthermore, since Euripides certainly influenced later comedy and since the Bacchae 
itself was influenced by earlier comic productions, we cannot make any direct link 
between the Bacchae and Amphitruo. 
401 Lefèvre 1982. Slater 1990, 102 n. 6, notes the similarities between his own approach 
and Lefèvre’s. 
402 Konstantakos 2002, 158 n. 58, also discredits the idea of a tragic source: “this theory 
comes in downright contrast with everything we otherwise know about Plautus’ practices 
and his use of sources.”  
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Amphitryon does threaten his wife, she is never in any real danger.403 Even the Alcmene 
character, which Lefèvre and Stewart suggested was borrowed from Euripides, differs in 
basic ways from her tragic counterpart. Euripides’ Alcmene is a maiden at the beginning 
of the play, whereas Plautus’ heroine is already wed and pregnant by her husband. 
Furthermore, if, as Stewart argued, Euripides’ Alcmene had recently been reproduced in 
Rome, 404  the reproduction would only underscore Plautus’ independence from the 
tragedy. 
 We should not, therefore, take serious Mercury’s claim that a tragedy has become 
a comedy, but Plautus is also not making a grand statement about the genesis of a new 
genre. Indeed, Mercury presents a superficial understanding of tragedy and comedy when 
he claims that gods and kings appear only in tragedy and that slaves appear only in 
comedy.405 Neither of these statements is true. Even in late fourth century, a few 
comedians, most notably Diphilus, were producing mythological comedies.406 Moreover, 
for the rest of the drama, the characters refer to it simply as a comedy, not a tragicomedy 
(cf. 88, 96, 868). Despite Mercury’s protestations that the comedy is a tragicomedy, the 
comedy is a comedy after all. Christenson has it right: “Mercury does not mean that 
serious and comic elements will be confused; the gods subsequently always refer to the 
play as a comoedia (88, 96, 868; cf. 987).”407 
                                                
403 On the gods’ protection of Alcmene, see below. 
404 On this possibility, see Stewart 1958, 359-64. 
405 On this claim, see below. 
406 Webster 1970, 96, suggested that Diphilus was possibly the source, but none of his 
extant titles suggests a treatment of this myth. 
407 Christenson 2000, ad 51-63 
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 Although this is the first extant use of the exact term tragicomoedia, the term does 
have parallels in earlier Greek literature. Both Dinolochus, a fifth-century Sicilian 
comedian, and Alcaeus, a fourth-century Athenian comedian, produced plays called  
Comoedotragoedia (Κωµωιδοτραγωιδία), and Rhinthon was called “founder of plays 
called hilarotragoedia” (ἀρχηγὸϲ τῆϲ καλουµένηϲ ἱλαροτραγωιδίαϲ, Suda ρ 
171=test. 1). Moreover, Mercury’s claim that he will make Amphitruo a comedy out of a 
tragedy echoes similar claims made about Rhinthon. An epigraph written as if on 
Rhinthon’s tomb reads, “I culled my own ivy from the tragic phlyakes” (φλυάκων / ἐκ 
τραγικῶν ἴδιον κιϲϲὸν ἐδρεψάµεθα, Nossis 10 = test. 3), and Stephanus of Byzantium 
describes Rhinthon’s plays as “riffing on the tragic, turning it into the laughable” (τὰ 
τραγικὰ µεταρρυθµίζων ἐϲ τὸ γελοῖον, p. 603,1 = T 2). 
 We know nothing about the content or style of Alcaeus’ Comoedotragoedia and 
little about Rhinthon’s dramas, but even the supposed tragicomic style of the Amphitruo 
has earlier precedents in comedy and other humorous genres. Plautus’ drama incorporates 
many tragic elements into the plot, most notably the melodramatic character Alcmene 
and a deus ex machina.408 Bond has argued that in the Amphitruo “there is often a savage 
bite to the humour and a feeling evoked by the action which is not dissimilar to the effect 
of tragedy, especially when the unwitting humans have their lives and fortunes distorted 
by the amoral antics of the immortals.”409 He continues, “Tragi-comedy, then, is not 
simply the result of juxtaposing in the one text the formal elements of tragedy and 
                                                
408 But even the deus ex machina receives a specifically comic touch, as Jupiter himself, 
who rarely if ever appears in tragedy, delivers the ex machina speech. 
409 Bond 1999, 203 
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comedy. Rather the alchemy of that blend produces a genuine tertium quid in terms of the 
theatrical effect on the audience.”410 The juxtaposition of serious and humorous elements 
is certainly not unique to Plautus and is likely a defining characteristic of mythological 
comedy. Even the earliest mythological comedies rely on similar juxtapositions,411 and 
several vase-paintings combine humorous and serious characters. 412  Furthermore, 
mythological plays like Amphis’ Callisto, in which Callisto is punished after her affair 
with Zeus, could certainly produce the same “savage bite” Bond attributes to the 
Amphitruo.   
 Indeed, although much of Plautus’ version of the Amphitryon myth is original to 
Plautus himself, he was likely influenced by comic treatments of myth in general. The 
evidence from vase-paintings indicate that mythological comic productions were popular 
in Southern Italy.413 One of Athenaeus’ guests claims to have read more than 800 Middle 
comedies, a period when mythological comedies were most prevalent, (8.336d), and later 
mythographers were, at the very least, able to summarize the plots of mythological 
comedies from the fifth and fourth centuries, suggesting that they had, if not entire 
                                                
410 Bond 1999, 205 
411 For Epicharmus, this was primarily epic; for Athenian comedy, primarily tragedy. On 
Epicharmus and epic, see Revermann 2013, Willi 2008, and chapter 2. There are many 
studies of Aristophanes’ uses of tragedy. See especially Rau 1967, and on Cratinus’ uses 
of tragedy, see Bakola 2010, 118-79. 
412 The most famous example is “The Choregoi” vase depicting two figures labeled 
“Choregos” in grotesque masks and padded costumes, an unknown figure labeled 
“Pyrrhias” in similar garb, and a figured labeled Aegisthus in serious or tragic costume. 
On this vase, see Taplin 1993, 55-60. Gilula 1995 rejects Taplin’s interpretation of the 
vase and suggests a connection to Roman comedy. Taplin 1993, 60-66, surveys the other 
vases depicting serious and humorous characters. 
413 See Walsh 2010, 260 
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scripts, at least summaries of them.414 Late fourth-century comedians did continue to 
write some mythological comedies, although domestic comedies were far more 
prominent. We do not know, however, whether myth comedies survived or were revived 
with domestic comedies after their original productions.415 We hear of reproductions of 
several fourth-century poets, including Anaxandrides, Philemon, Menander, Posidippus, 
and Diphilus,416 all of whom wrote myth comedies, although there is no indications that 
their myth comedies were reperformed. 
 Therefore, while the prologue of Amphitruo does not reveal much, if anything, 
about Plautus’ source or the genre of his drama, it does provide insight into the 
expectations of his Roman audience. Indeed, this digression on genre is prompted by the 
imagined reaction of the audience to the word “tragedy,” when they are imagined to 
furrow their brows. The god then explains himself. For Mercury, the mythical or heroic 
figures (gods and kings) are associated with tragedy whereas the fictional and domestic 
characters (slaves) are associated with comedy. Not only is this a strange claim for a god, 
acting in a comedy, to make, but earlier comedies feature gods and heroes, just as 
tragedies often include slave characters. The statement does reveal, however, what the 
audience was expecting. The Roman audience, attending a play of Plautus, would be 
                                                
414 Astronomica 2.1, attributed to Hyginus, recounts the plot of Amphis’ Callisto, and 
Eratosthenes Catasterism Epit. 25 refers to Cratinus’ version of the Nemesis myth. 
415 Aristophanes and Menander attracted the most Alexandrian and scholarly attention, 
and we cannot say with much confidence how or whether specific texts of other poets 
survived. We do know of a few commentaries, however, on, for example, Epicharmus’ 
Odysseus the Deserter and Cratinus’ Thracian Women. See Wilson 2014 and Henderson 
forthcoming. Today, most of the comic fragments survive either in Athenaeus or in the 
lexicographical tradition. See Nesselrath 2010. 
416 See Rusten et al. 2011, 102, for a full list. 
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anticipating a domestic comedy, his favored type of drama, and so the playwright must 
warm them up to the idea of seeing a mythological comedy instead.417 When Mercury 
says his drama is tragic because it has gods and kings, it must mean that the audience 
expects tragic poets to treat mythical subjects, and when he says his drama is part comic 
because it features slaves, it must mean they associate these characters primarily with 
comedy. Indeed, because Mercury’s claims seem crafted specifically for an audience 
unfamiliar with mythological comedy and because a Greek audience would be familiar 
with the concept, this portion of the prologue is likely original to Plautus.418 Nevertheless, 
the Romans must have been accustomed to some type of humorous treatments of the gods 
(perhaps in subliterary mime or another genre), otherwise they would no doubt have been 
utterly scandalized by Jupiter, the king of the Roman pantheon, playing the buffoon 
onstage.419  
 For the audience, this provocative statement attracts their attention and introduces 
many important themes of the drama. These include the mixing of tragic and comic 
elements, the blending of high and low characters, metamorphosis, deception, and 
doubling. All of these are common ingredients of Greek comedy, and, although I think 
we can rule out a tragic model, it is more difficult to rule out definitively a model in 
                                                
417 Christenson 2000, ad 59, also thinks that Mercury is attempting to introduce the 
audience to an unfamiliar type of comedy. 
418 Aristotle certainly expects a familiarity with mythological comedy when he mentions 
Orestes and Aegisthus in a comedy (Poetics 1453a). Antiphanes fr. 189 also associates 
tragedy with myth and comedy with fictional characters, but these associations are not 
exclusive to their respective genres, as in the Amphitruo. 
419 In his study of Mercury in the Amphitruo, Hunter 1987, 291-98, argues that our 
understanding of “burlesquing” the gods is perhaps flawed, or at least incomplete, 




comedy or in a phlyax play by Rhinthon. The plot of the Amphitruo does follow closely 
the comic love pattern of fourth-century Greek comedy: “a young man is in love with a 
woman, but certain obstacles, arising from characters or circumstances, prevent him from 
being united with his beloved. The purpose of the plot is to overcome those obstacles and 
‘get the woman for the man’; for that purpose the lover takes action or puts into practice 
some scheme, often with the assistance of a helper or confidant.”420 We are left with two 
possible explanations for Plautus’ composition of the Amphitruo. The poet could have 
found this plot pattern already in a comedy about Zeus and Alcmene or he could have 
himself adapted the myth to this pattern already familiar to him.421 That Plautus himself 
has done the adapting is suggested by the unparalleled treatment of the myth in the 
Amphitruo. 
 
PLAUTUS’ TREATMENT OF THE MYTH 
The Amphitruo is a domestic comedy dressed in mythological garb. The gods Jupiter and 
Mercury retain powers that allow them to perform miraculous actions, such as taking the 
form of mortals, and these powers are what allow the typical domestic situation to be 
pushed into a new direction. The traditional elements of this myth are incorporated into 
the plot, but, as we shall see, Plautus has manipulated them so that the myth is no longer 
about Heracles’ birth but about the most powerful god using elaborate trickery not just to 
                                                
420 Konstantakos 2002, 141-42 
421 Thus Plautus would be reversing the practice of comedians of the fourth century who 
stripped mythological narratives of their mythological components for domestic plots. On 
fourth-century comedy, see Nesselrath 1990. 
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seduce but to become the husband of a nine-month pregnant Alcmene, an act that results 
in two husband-suitors vying for her attention. 
 
Zeus, Alcmene, and Heracles in earlier literature 
In previous literary accounts, Zeus’ rape or seduction of Alcmene is tied to the birth of 
Heracles. Homer mentions Alcmene and the hero’s birth twice in the Iliad (14.323-24 
and 19.95-125), but only in the Odyssey (11.266-68) is the hero’s conception mentioned: 
τὴν δὲ µέτ’ Ἀλκµήνην ἴδον Ἀµφιτρύωνοϲ ἄκοιτιν, 
ἥ ῥ’ Ἡρακλῆα θραϲυµέµνονα θυµολέοντα 
γείνατ’ ἐν ἀγκοίνηιϲι Διὸϲ µεγάλοιο µιγεῖϲα 
 
And then I saw Alcmene, wife of Amphitryon, who bore the brave and lion-
spirited Heracles after she coupled with great Zeus in his arms. 
       
This brief synopsis recounts the essential details of the myth, but it is extremely 
syncopated and enticingly ambiguous. We can assume that the audience would be 
familiar with some version(s) of the myth now lost to us. For us looking back on this 
passage as the beginning of a long tradition, this account raises more questions about the 
myth than it answers. Did Zeus sleep with Alcmene before or after her marriage to 
Amphitryon? How did Zeus seduce her? Whatever the exact scenario implied, an entire 
line is dedicated to the child of this union: the hero Heracles. 
 In the Hesiodic Shield (fr. 195 MW), the narrative is more elaborate, and the point 
of the relationship made explicit by the poet. Here, Alcmene is promised to Amphitryon, 
but she refuses to marry him until he avenges the death of her brothers, who were killed 
by the Taphians and Teleboans. Amphitryon wages war against them, and Zeus sleeps 
with Alcmene in Amphitryon’s absence. This account, like that in the Iliad, provides few 
	  	  
210	  
details about how Zeus successfully slept with Alcmene. The point of the union, 
however, is made explicit even before the poet describes Zeus’ coupling with Alcmene. 
The entire situation, including Amphitryon’s absence, is Zeus’ plan “so that he could 
produce a protector against ruin for gods and enterprising men” (ὥϲ ῥα θεοῖϲιν / 
ἀνδράϲι τ’ ἀλφηϲτῆιϲιν ἀρῆϲ ἀλκτῆρα φυτεύϲαι, fr. 195.28-29 MW).  
 In an interesting expansion, Pherecydes of Athens claims that Zeus extends the 
night of Heracles’ conception in order to increase the hero’s vitality. He says:  
φαϲὶ δὲ Δία ϲυγκοιµώµενον Ἀλκµήνηι πεῖϲαι τὸν Ἥλιον µὴ ἀνατεῖλαι ἐπὶ 
τρεῖϲ ἡµέραϲ· ὅθεν ἐπὶ τρεῖϲ νύκταϲ ϲυγκοιµηθεὶϲ αὐτῆι ὁ Ζεὺϲ τὸν 
τριέϲπερον Ἡρακλέα ἐποίηϲεν. 
 
They say that Zeus slept with Alcmene and persuaded the sun not to rise for three 
days, whereupon sleeping with her for three nights, Zeus begot three-nighted 
Heracles. 
         Pherecydes fr. 13c422 
This is, in fact, the earliest extant attestation of the triple night, famous in later sources, 
and here it explains Heracles’ extraordinary power, as is suggested by the adjective 
τριέϲπερον (three-nighted), used to describe Heracles himself.423 
                                                
422 Although Jakoby assigns this fragment to Pherecydes, the attribution is not made 
explicit by the scholiast who preserves it. This version does, however, overlap with other 
fragments assigned to the historian. 
423 Visual artists seem to have avoided depicting Zeus and Alcmene’s affair since it 
would be difficult to differentiate Zeus as Amphitryon and Amphitryon himself. 
Pausanias (5.18.3) claims that the Chest of Cypselus at Olympia depicted Zeus in the 
likeness of Amphitryon seducing Alcmene with a necklace, but he does not indicate how 
the identification is made. The only extant depictions related to this myth show 
Amphitryon attacking Alcmene, who appeals to Zeus from an altar, and the infant 
Heracles strangling serpents (see LIMC I ad Alcmene [553-54] and Amphitryon [735-
36]). A Paestan red figure bell-krater (Vatican 17106) depicts a comic Zeus and Hermes 
about to climb into the window of an onlooking woman, who is usually identified as 
Alcmene. There is no reason, however, to identify the woman as Alcmene, as she could 
easily be Danaë or another one of Zeus’ paramours. 
	  	  
211	  
 A comic god need not have the lofty ambition of producing a mighty hero for all 
mankind; Plautus’ Jupiter simply desires the company of a mortal woman. In fact, in the 
Amphitruo, the birth of Heracles is minimized as much as possible until the end. 
Although Alcmene is visibly pregnant and much is made of this several times throughout 
the drama, the hero is never even named in the extant portion of the comedy. Despite this 
remarkable shift in the focus of the drama, Plautus retains, yet subtly manipulates, many 
of the common features of the myth. Some aspects of his treatment are found in earlier 
literature, but some he has almost certainly invented himself. 
 
Alcmene’s Pregnancy 
One of the most striking changes Plautus has made to the myth is to the character of 
Alcmene. Plautus’ heroine is not a maiden, and at the start of the play she is already 
pregnant by Amphitryon. The presence of a pregnant character onstage is, as far as we 
know, rare in Greek and Roman comedy.424 Although some scholars have seen Alcmene 
as a tragic character and exemplary Roman matrona,425 her status as a matron is untragic, 
as the tragic victims of Zeus are always maidens,426 and her pregnant appearance would 
undercut even her most tragic speeches.427 Archaic and Classical sources depict Alcmene 
                                                
424 Amphis has likely depicted Callisto as pregnant onstage in his Callisto (see fr. 46). 
425 E.g., Duckworth 1952, 257; Segal 1971, 22; Stewart 1958, 358-60, and 2000, 295.  
426 Comedy, on the other hand, depicted maidens as well as matrons (e.g., in 
Aristophanes’ Daedalus) and male victims (Ganymede). 
427 Perelli 1983 and Phillips 1984-85 argue that Alcmene is not the tragic heroine other 
critics have suggested, and Christenson 2001 expands this argument to the other 
characters as well. Kakrides, 1902, 463-65, (followed by Stewart 2000, 295) argued that 
Plautus has combined two different timeframes, one in which Alcmene is pregnant and 
one in which she is not. Her appearance, however, would make her pregnancy clear. 
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inconsistently, either as a matron or as a maiden at the time of Heracles’ conception, but 
Plautus’ Amphitruo is unique in depicting Zeus lusting after an already pregnant 
Alcmene. 
 The version in which Alcmene is a maiden seems to be more common.428 This is 
the version found in the Shield (fr. 195 MW), and Euripides’ Alcmene establishes a 
similar setting for Zeus and Alcmene’s affair. In a poorly preserved speech from 
Euripides’ Alcmene, someone says (87b.11-14):  
 ἡ δ’ ἐξοµεῖται µηδενὸ[ϲ 
 ὃϲ µὴ µετέλθοι ϲυγγόν[ων 
 Ταφίουϲ· λιγὺϲ δὲ χρηϲ[µὸϲ 
 Ἀµφιτρύων γὰρ ἐπὶ γά[µοιϲ 
 
She will swear not to <marry> any man who does not go after the Taphians, <the 
slayers of> her brothers. And a clear oracle ... for Amphitryon for marriage ... 
 
The supplement of the first line is unclear, and so we cannot be completely certain what 
Alcmene promises not to do. References to her brothers, the Taphians, and Amphitryon, 
however, strongly suggest she promises not to marry, and thus the supplement γά[µοιϲ in 
line four is likely correct. Euripides, then, seems to follow the account in the Shield, in 
which Alcmene swears not to marry Amphitryon until he avenges her brothers. Thus the 
scene is set for the misunderstanding that leads to the apparent focus of the tragedy: 
Amphitryon returns from war, finds Alcmene has slept with someone else, and questions 
her loyalty to him.429  
                                                
428 Apollodorus (Library 2.55) recounts this version. 
429 Similar versions are recounted in the Homeric scholia (Od. 11.266 = FrGH 3 fr. 13b; 
Il. 14.323 = FrGH 3 fr. 13c) 
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 Pindar tells the story in a different way because his Alcmene is already married 
before her affair with Zeus. In Nemean 10, Pindar says that while Amphitryon is fighting 
the Teleboans, “Resembling [Amphitryon], the king of immortals entered the chamber, 
bearing the dauntless seed of Heracles” (ῶι ὄψιν ἐειδόµενοϲ / ἀθανάτων βαϲιλεὺϲ 
αὐλὰν ἐϲῆλθεν, /ϲπέρµ’ ἀδείµαντον φέρων Ἡρακλέοϲ, 15-17). Since Pindar says this 
occurs while Amphitryon is away, likely we are supposed to understand that the chamber 
is Amphitryon’s, signaling that Alcmene is already married to him, but it is unclear 
whether she is already pregnant by her husband before Zeus’ deception. In Isthmian 7, 
Amphitryon and Alcmene are, once again, married before Zeus impregnates her: Zeus 
“stood in Amphitryon’s doorway and pursued his wife to produce Heracles” 
(Ἀµφιτρύωνοϲ ἐν θυρέτροις /ϲταθεὶϲ ἄλοχον µετῆλθεν Ἡρακλείοιϲ γοναῖϲ, 6-7). 
Because the encounter takes place at Amphitryon’s house and because the specific word 
ἄλοχοϲ (“wife, bedmate”) implies a sexual relationship, Alcmene is certainly not a 
maiden, but the poet does not specify whether she is already pregnant with Heracles.  
 Plautus follows the Pindaric, Alcmene-as-matron version of events. In the 
Amphitruo, Alcmene and Amphitryon are married before he departs for war against the 
Teleboans. Neither poet describes the motivation for the war (i.e., that Amphitryon fights 
the Teleboans to win Alcmene’s hand in marriage). Christenson argues that Mercury 
simply “shows no interest in the mythic background,”430 but the omission of any 
reference to Alcmene’s brothers or revenge is necessary. Plautus, like Pindar, cannot 
include the justification stated in other accounts because Amphitryon and Alcmene are 
                                                
430 Christenson 2000, ad 101 
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already married, so this justification would make no sense. Both poets, however, still 
include the war to explain Amphitryon’s absence from the house, during which Zeus will 
trick Alcmene. Plautus’ handling of the myth is, therefore, more sophisticated than 
Christenson implies. This exact scenario sets up the doppelgänger gag at the heart of the 
comedy because when Amphitryon returns, he is not surprised by his wife’s pregnancy. 
 Where Plautus seems to be innovating is in the depiction of Alcmene as pregnant. 
The comic poet’s boldness allows him to undercut subtly Alcmene’s tragic persona,431 
and he even includes jokes at her expense. Sosia, for example, claims he and Amphitryon 
have arrived too late for lunch because Alcmene appears to have eaten the house out of 
food (664-67). This change also allows Plautus to mock Zeus’ pursuit of a pregnant 
female. Even if the audience fails to recognize Plautus’ playing with the usual story of 
Zeus seducing the most beautiful mortals, it would still be funny that the most powerful 
god succumbs to the temptation of a nine-month pregnant woman. In the prologue, 
Mercury says:  
is prius quam hinc abiit ipsemet in exercitum, 
gravidam Alcumenam fecit uxorem suam. 
nam ego vos novisse credo iam ut sit pater meus, 
quam liber harum rerum multarum siet 
quantusque amator sit quod complacitum est semel. 
is amare occepit Alcumenam clam virum 
usuramque eius corporis cepit sibi, 
et gravidam fecit is eam compressu suo. 
nunc de Alcumena ut rem teneatis rectius, 
utrimque est gravida, et ex viro et ex summo Iove. 
et meus pater nunc intus hic cum illa cubat, 
et haec ob eam rem nox est fact longior 
dum <cum> illa quacum volt voluptatem capit 
                                                
431 Phillips 1984-85 interprets Alcmena’s famous soliloquy (633-53) in light of her 




Before [Amphitryon] himself departed on campaign, he made his wife Alcmene 
pregnant. Now then I believe you already know how my father is, how free he is 
in these many matters, and how great a lover he is of what’s pleased him once. He 
began to love Alcmene without her husband’s knowledge, and he began to borrow 
her body for himself, and he made her pregnant through his embrace. Now about 
Alcmene, so you comprehend the matter more fully, she is pregnant by both, by 
her husband and by all mighty Jove. And my father is inside here now sleeping 
with her, and therefore the night has been made longer while he enjoys himself 
with the one he wants. 
         102-114 
Mercury begins the description of the plot by telling us that Alcmene is pregnant first by 
Amphitryon. This does not deter Jupiter, however, and he impregnates her again. 
Mercury repeats gravida three times (102, 108, 110), foreshadowing her pregnant 
appearance. Mercury then becomes more direct as he again emphasizes the double 
pregnancy just before he tells the audience that Jupiter is right now sleeping with 
Alcmene and extending the night to extend his pleasure. Few poets could get away with 
making this kind of jab at Jupiter, but it is right at home in a comedy. 
 
The long night 
Plautus has also subtly manipulated the long night to suit his comic agenda. Traditionally, 
since Zeus usually visits Alcmene only once, the long night would be the night Heracles 
was conceived. The first attestation of the long night is attributed to Pherecydes of 
Athens (FGrH 3 fr. 13b). If Platon’s Long Night did, in fact, treat this myth, then the 
night would obviously have been mentioned there. There is no indication whether 
Euripides’ Alcmene included the long night in his drama. Collard and Cropp suggest that 
fr. 104 (ἀµολγὸν νύκτα “deep night”) perhaps refers to this event, but no conclusions 
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can be made from this two-word fragment. Pindar notes that the event occurred at night, 
but he simply says “the middle of the night” (µεϲονύκτιον, Isthmian 7.5). 
 Plautus’ long night is not, as in Pherecydes, a night extended to increase his son’s 
strength but rather to extend the god’s pleasure. Mercury says so explicitly in the 
prologue (112-13). To emphasize that the night is exclusively to satisfy Jupiter’s desire 
for a nine-month pregnant woman, Plautus separates this long night from the night of 
Heracles’ conception. Indeed, Mercury informs the audience of this when he describes 
the conception of the twins, which occurred three months apart: 
nunc de Alcumena dudum quod dixi minus, 
hodie illa pariet filios geminos duos; 
alter decumo post mense nascetur puer 
quam seminatust, alter mense seuptumo; 
eorum Amphitruonis alter est, alter Iouis 
verum minori puero maior est pater, 
minor maiori. 
 
Now what I said about Alcmene a short time ago, today she will bear two twin 
sons; one will be born in the ninth month after conception, the other in the sixth. 
One is Amphitryon’s, the other is Jove’s; indeed the younger son has the greater 
father, the older son has the weaker father. 
       479-485 
 
This passage reflects two possibly Plautine innovations. First, Plautus is the first source 
to claim that Heracles was conceived after his twin Iphicles. Although Pindar’s Alcmene 
was married before her affair with Zeus, the poet is not interested in the conception and 
birth of Heracles’ twin, and so he does not indicate whether Alcmene is already pregnant 
with Iphicles. Plautus, however, makes it explicit that Iphicles was conceived first, a 
version unattested in other extant accounts. In this passage, Plautus plays on the double 
meanings of maior (older, stronger) and minor (younger, weaker), but he is also 
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explaining that, although Heracles was conceived second, the seed of Jupiter will not 
only be stronger than Amphitryon’s, but it will become stronger in three fewer months.  
 The second innovation is that Plautus is depicting Jupiter and Alcmene’s 
relationship as a long-term affair.432 Since she is already six-months pregnant with 
Jupiter’s child, the god has visited her at least one other time, and a lengthy affair is 
hinted in other passages as well. In the prologue speech, Mercury informs the audience of 
a previous visit: Jupiter began (occepit) to love Alcmene, borrowed (cepit) his body to 
deceive her, and made (fecit) her pregnant (107-109).433  These perfect verbs clearly 
indicate that Jupiter has visited Alcmene before. Elsewhere in the drama, characters hint 
at a long-standing relationship between the two lovers. Jupiter tells us that Alcmene has 
been “on loan,” and the servant Bromia says, “He said that he became accustomed to 
sleeping with Alcmene secretly” (is se dixit cum Alcumena clam consuetum cubitibus, 
1122). Christenson rightly notes that these statements are inconclusive since Alcmene 
could be considered to be “on loan” during the course of the play and the verb consuesco 
need not imply a long-term relationship.434 Nevertheless, although the play does not make 
a continuous, long-term relationship explicit, Mercury does inform us, and we are given 
the clear impression, that Jupiter and Alcmene have slept together on at least one other 
occasion. 
                                                
432 Some scholars (see Christenson 2000, ad loc.) have suggested deleting lines 481-82, 
which refer to the conception of the twins three months apart, in an attempt to reconcile 
Plautus’ treatment of the myth with other accounts, but there is no reason to do this. This 
attempt to reconcile the accounts ignores the other innovative aspects of the Amphitruo. 
433 The full passage is quoted above. 
434 Christenson 2000, ad 481-82. At Plautus Cisti. 87, the verb implies a single sexual 




 Plautus’ Long Night serves another important purpose: it displays Jupiter’s power 
over celestial phenomena, which contrasts with his powerlessness before the sexual allure 
of the pregnant Alcmene. In Pherecydes’ account, Zeus must persuade (πεῖϲαι) the sun 
not to rise for three days, but in the Amphitruo, Jupiter orders the moon and the sun: 
nunc te, Nox, quae me mansisti, mitto ut concedas die,  
ut mortalis illucescat luce clara et candida. 
atque quanto, Nox, fuisti longior hac proxuma, 
tanto brevior dies ut fiat faciam, ut aeque disparet; 
i, dies e nocte accedat. ibo et Mercurium subsequar. 
  
Now you, Night, you who waited for me, I send away so that you give way to 
day, so that day might shine on mortals with a clear and bright light. And, Night, 
by however much you were longer last night, I’ll make the day that much shorter 
to compensate. Go, let day approach from night. I will go and follow Mercury. 
       Amphitruo 546-50 
This comic Jupiter is, in fact, more powerful than Pherecydes’ counterpart. Jupiter sends 
the night away when he wishes, and he shortens the following day. This occurs after the 
god has slept with a nine-month pregnant woman and before he tries to woo her again. 
  
The deception and seduction of Alcmene 
Literary and artistic sources present two dominant versions of Zeus’s affair with 
Alcmene: he either seduces her with gifts or deceives her. In the Amphitruo, Plautus has 
cleverly played with both of these variants. At the beginning of their long-term 
relationship, and at the beginning of the play, Jupiter has taken the form of Alcmene’s 
husband to deceive her into a sexual relationship while her real husband is away. 
Throughout the drama, however, Plautus has manipulated the gift-variant so that, rather 
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than helping in his seduction, the gift presents another obstacle for Jupiter to overcome, 
which he does with gusto.  
 The Shield (fr. 195 MW) introduces the theme of deception, although what Zeus 
has plotted is not stated explicitly. All we are told is Zeus went “conniving a deception in 
his mind” (δόλον φρεϲὶ βυϲϲοδοµεύων, fr. 195.30), and it is unclear whether the 
deception is plotted against Alcmene or her husband Amphitryon.435 The earliest explicit 
attestation of the disguise deception is in Pindar Nemean 10 (15-17, quoted above). This 
version has obvious comic potential, and Platon likely incorporated it into his comedy 
Long Night. One of the comic characters says, “Here on the side of his head he will have 
a lamp with a double wick” (fr. 90). Likely here Hermes, or another accomplice, is 
describing how the audience can tell Zeus-as-Amphitryon and the real Amphitryon apart, 
just as in the Amphitruo Mercury tells the audience that his own hat will have a feather 
and Jupiter’s hat will have a golden tassel which will distinguish them from their mortal 
counterparts (142-45) 
 In the other main known version, Zeus attempts to woo Alcmene with gifts. 
According to Athenaeus, Pherecydes and Herodorus have Zeus present a cup 
(καρχήϲιον) in his attempt to seduce her. Athenaeus does not mention whether Zeus 
assumes Amphitryon’s appearance (11.474f = FGrH 3F13a, 31F16), but later, Athenaeus 
cites the fourth-century author Anaximander claiming that the cup (ϲκύπφοϲ) is a famous 
Teleboan heirloom (11.498c = 9F1). A scholiast to the Odyssey makes the connection 
between these stories: Zeus-as-Amphitryon gives the cup as evidence of the Teleboans’ 
                                                
435 Gantz 1993, 375, notes both possibilities.  
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defeat, which is Alcmene’s perquisite for marriage. It is unclear whether Pherecydes and 
Herodorus follow this version or if their cup is simply a seduction gift. According to 
Pausanias (5.18.3), the Chest of Cypselus depicted Zeus-as-Amphitryon giving Alcmene 
a cup and a necklace.436 Gantz interprets the scene as a seduction “since a necklace is 
even less plausible than a cup as proof of a military success.”437 Based on Pausanias’ 
brief description, I am inclined to agree with Gantz, but possibly Pausanias has left out a 
crucial detail that would make the scene clearer. The seduction variant could also 
possibly explain the bizarre account in Pindar’s Isthmian 7, where Zeus comes to 
Alcmene as a golden snowfall (χρυϲῶι νίφοντα, 5), an otherwise unattested version that 
was perhaps borrowed from the myth of Danaë.438  
 In the Amphitruo, Plautus has skillfully combined different details from the 
deception and the seduction variants. Plautus famously follows the version in which 
Jupiter comes in the guise of Amphitryon to seduce Alcmene, but Plautus does not tell us 
why, exactly, Jupiter disguises himself as he does. Presumably Alcmene would refuse to 
sleep with anyone other than her husband, but this is not stated explicitly. Since Alcmene 
and Amphitryon have a sexual relationship already, it certainly makes Jupiter’s task 
easier when he takes Amphitryon’s form.  
                                                
436 Although in the depiction Alcmene is named, Zeus was apparently not labeled and so 
one wonders how the artist depicted Zeus as Amphitryon and whether Pausanias might be 
projecting his own knowledge of the myth onto this specific depiction.  
437 Gantz 1993, 375 
438 See Gantz 1993, 377. In Nemean 10, Pindar mentions Danaë and Alcmene together 
(11). Euripides may have used this variant in his Alcmene (see the previous chapter). 
Interestingly, when the slave Bromia describes Jupiter’s intervention during the birth of 
the twins, she claims that the entire house was shining as if made of gold (aedes totae 
confulgebant tuae quasi essent aureae, 1096), perhaps an allusion to this variant. 
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 Plautus also innovates in his incorporation of the Teleboan cup, prized possession 
of King Pterelas. Mercury hears Sosia describing the bowl, and then Mercury describes 
the bowl to Sosia, who then doubts his own identity (412-26). Jupiter then gives the cup 
as a present to Alcmene when he is about to leave her. Later, when Amphitryon has 
accused his wife of having an affair, she asserts her innocence by referring to the cup. 
Baffled, Amphitryon attempts to furnish the cup, but it is missing. This continues the 
quarrel between husband and wife (760-98).  As Polt has argued, Plautus’ specific 
selection of the cup as a patera is significant.439 Plautus uses the word patera to pun with 
potare, pater, and Pterelas. Furthermore, a patera is a shallow drinking cup used in 
rituals, and so Plautus’ cup differs from those in other literary accounts, which describe 
the cup as a large drinking vessel (e.g., kylix, depas, skyphos). As Polt argues, the patera 
undercuts the heroism of the characters, especially when Mercury claims that the 
Teleboan king Pterelas used the cup to get drunk (260-61). Pterelas, apparently, cannot 
hold his liquor. Furthermore, the round, shallow shape of the patera may be an allusion to 
the shield of Pterelas, which Theocritus claims was the spoil (Idyll 24.4), not the cup. If 
Plautus is indeed alluding to the shield, the substitution of a cup for the shield would 
further diminish the heroism of the account. Finally, the cup also subverts the standard 
comic conventions of tokens in recognition scenes because in Mercury and Sosia’s first 
encounter, Mercury’s knowledge of the cup causes Sosia to doubt his own identity and in 
the scene between Amphitryon and Alcmene, it prolongs confusion about Amphitryon’s 
identity. 
                                                
439 Polt 2013 
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 The cup plays another important role in Plautus’ version of the myth. While the 
cup does spread further confusion, this confusion also allows the audience to see Jupiter’s 
seduction of Alcmene. In other versions, the cup is used by Zeus either as a seduction gift 
or as evidence of Amphitryon’s victory over the Teleboans, but Plautus’ Jupiter gives 
Alcmene the cup after they have already slept together and as he is leaving her. Because 
the dramatic action begins after Jupiter and Alcmene are sleeping together, the audience 
has not actually seen Jupiter the Casanova performing one of his most common 
mythological acts: the seduction of a reluctant female. After the incident with the cup, 
Alcmene is furious at Amphitryon and, therefore, remains obstinate in rejecting the 
advances of Jupiter-as-Amphitryon. Her stubbornness allows Jupiter to woo her. 
Ironically, in Plautus’ version it is Amphitryon’s inability to produce the cup that leads to 
this delayed seduction scene, and Jupiter’s appearance as Amphitryon and the cup itself 
are obstacles to Jupiter’s consummation rather than his ticket to success. 
 
The threats to Alcmene 
The paramours of Zeus rarely fare well after the encounter. As we saw in the previous 
chapter, maidens, especially those in tragedies, must face the ire of their families or, even 
worse, the queen of the gods herself. Danaë is placed in a chest and thrown into the sea 
by her father, and Io is tormented by the hundred-eyed Argus and a gadfly, both sent by a 
jealous Hera. Alcmene is no exception, and in many accounts she faces consequences for 
being tricked by Zeus. Plautus’ Alcmene, on the other hand, like comic maidens in 
general, fares much better than her tragic, epic, and lyric counterparts. The gods in the 
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drama frequently assure the audience that Alcmene will suffer no harm, either physical or 
to her reputation.  
 
The Threat from Amphitryon 
In most mythological accounts, the poet shows little interest in when Amphitryon learned 
about Alcmene’s affair, and he seems to learn only after the birth of the twins Heracles 
and Iphicles (e.g., in the Shield, Theocritus Idyll 24). In a version common on vase-
paintings, and the one likely followed in Euripides’ Alcmene, however, Amphitryon 
nearly burns Alcmene alive for her unwitting infidelity. Without intervention from the 
gods, either directly or through a prophecy, Amphitryon would have no way to know that 
his wife is not lying. In the vase-paintings, the intervention happens just as Amphitryon is 
about to light the fire to incinerate his wife. 
 In Plautus’ Amphitruo, on the other hand, both Mercury and Jupiter play a 
continuously active role in protecting Alcmene, and they inform the audience that no 
harm will come to her. Just after Mercury’s first encounter with Amphitryon’s slave 
Sosia, the god disguised as the slave says: 
erroris ambo ego illos et dementiae 
complebo atque omnem Amphitruonis familiam,  
adeo usque satietatem dum capiet pater 
illius quam amat. igitur demum omnes scient  
quae facta. denique Alcumenam Iuppiter 
rediget antiquam coniugi in concordiam.  
nam Amphitruo actutum uxori turbas conciet 
atque insimulabit eam probri; tum meus pater 
eam seditionem illi in tranquillum conferet.  
 
I will fill those two and Amphitryon’s whole household with confusion and 
craziness, until my father has his fill of the woman he loves. Then at last everyone 
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will know what happened, and finally Jupiter will guide Alcmene back into her 
husband’s former good graces. For Amphitryon will immediately start trouble 
with his wife and accuse her of adultery; then my father will bring his 
disagreement into harmony. 
      Amphitruo 470-78 
 
Here, Mercury takes away any suspense about what may happen to Alcmene, and, in fact, 
Mercury emphasizes the confusion that will be caused to Amphitryon, Sosia (ambo illos), 
and the household slaves (omnem familiam) rather than to Alcmene herself. The rest of 
the passage describes the shifts of passion in Amphitryon. Amphitryon will be raging at 
his wife (uxori turbas conciet) and accuse her of violating her chastity (insimulabit eam 
probri). Before and after this description of Amphitryon’s wrath, however, Mercury 
assures us that Jupiter will place Alcmene back into her husband’s good graces (antiquam 
coniugi in concoridam) and make him (illi) calm. This chiastic description of 
Amphitryon’s emotions (calm-angry-angry-calm) emphasizes that no harm will come to 
Alcmene. Mercury then explains Alcmene’s pregnancy and reassures the audience, once 
again, of Alcmene’s innocence and safety:  
  nemo id probro 
profecto ducet Alcumenae; nam deum 
non par videtur facere, delictum suom 
suamque ut culpam expetere in mortalem ut sinat. 
 
No one will actually consider it adultery in Alcmene’s case; for it doesn’t seem 
right for a god to do, to allow his own transgression and his own wrongdoing to 
fall on a mortal. 
       492-95 
 




 Amphitryon, of course, is not in on the act and so becomes angry at his wife (810-
860), but in this scene Amphitryon’s brewing anger is undercut by allusions to the gods 
that have sworn to protect Alcmene. Amphitryon refuses to believe her story and calls his 
wife a liar (falsa, 813), and Sosia says there must be another Amphitryon, more 
remarkable (mirum magis) than the other Sosia even (825-29). Amphitryon tries to 
rationalize this claim; perhaps, he says, an imposter (praestigiator) has beguiled his wife 
(830). Alcmene then swears by Jupiter and Juno that she has slept with no other mortal 
man besides her own husband (831-34).440 The irony of this exchange would not be lost 
on the audience, and thus any pathos that may have been building has been deflated. In 
the end, however, Amphitryon does threaten divorce and promises an investigation (848-
56), but again this threat is undercut by Sosia’s egocentrism as he asks Alcmene whether 
there is another Sosia, which the audience knows to be Mercury, inside (857-58). 
 At this point in the drama, the audience has no reason to fear for Alcmene’s 
safety, although her reputation is perhaps at risk if the truth remains hidden. Immediately 
after this scene, however, Jupiter again expresses his intention to protect her: 
simul Alcumenae, quam vir insontem probri   
Amphitruo accusat, veni ut auxilium feram:          
nam mea sit culpa, quod egomet contraxerim,   
si id Alcumenae innocenti expetat. 
nunc Amphitruonem memet, ut occepi semel,   
esse adsimulabo, atque in horum familiam   
frustrationem hodie iniciam maxumam;    
post igitur demum faciam res fiat palam   
atque Alcumenae in tempore auxilium feram   
 
                                                
440 Forehand 1971, 639-40, makes similar observations about this passage in his 
discussion of irony in the Amphitruo. 
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At the same time I came to help Alcmene, whom, though innocent, Amphitryon, 
her husband, accuses of adultery: for it’s my fault if what I have done falls on the 
guiltless Alcmene. Now I will pretend to be Amphitryon myself, as I once started 
to do, and today I will cause the greatest deception in their household. Afterwards 
I’ll then uncover the matter, and I’ll bring aid to Alcmene just in time. 
        869-77 
 
In this quasi second prologue, Jupiter indicates that he will reunite the couple that he has 
already driven apart, but the reunion will happen only after the birth of the twins. As 
foreshadowed by Jupiter, more trouble is on the horizon for the unhappy couple, and 
Amphitryon returns home and confronts his wife again. Unfortunately, the majority of 
this scene has not been preserved, but Amphitryon finally meets his doppelgänger face-
to-face. The couple remains alienated when Alcmene goes inside to give birth. 
Amphitryon rages. He threatens to kill anyone in the household he meets. Fortunately, he 
passes out before he can cause anyone harm. The aptly-named servant Bromia (cf. 
βρόµοϲ, “thunder”)441 describes the miraculous birth of the twins to Amphitryon and 
claims Jupiter spoke directly to those present (1120-24). Amphitryon remains 
unconvinced and plans to call for the prophet Tiresias (1128-29), but at this moment 
Jupiter appears himself ex machina.442 He explains that he only “took Alcmene on loan” 
                                                
441 Stewart 1958, 351, argues that the pun in Bromia’s name is lost without knowledge of 
Euripides’ Bacchae, where Dionysus is frequently called Bromius, but surely all that is 
required to understand the joke is knowledge of the Greek word βρόµοϲ. Some of the 
vase-paintings that show the Amphitryon-Alcmene fire scene depict a lightning bolt to 
indicate Zeus’ intervention. 
442 In many versions of this myth, Tiresias reveals Zeus’ actions, and the reference to the 
prophet here is an allusion to his typical role. The juxtaposition between the call for 
Tiresias and the sudden appearance of Zeus perhaps nods to comedy’s willingness to do 
directly what tragedy does indirectly. Plautus is well aware of the different generic 
conventions. In the final lines of the play, Plautus once against juxtaposes Tiresias and 
Jupiter: “I’ll go inside to my wife, and I’ll make sure that old Teresias is sent away. Now, 
spectators, give a round of applause for the sake of the greatest Jupiter” (ibo ad uxorem 
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(Alcumenae usuram corporis cepi, 1135-36) and impregnated her with one child. He 
orders Amphitryon not to be angry at Alcmene: 
tu cum Alcumena uxore antiquam in gratiam   
redi: haud promeruit quam ob rem vitio vorteres;   
mea vi subactast facere. 
 
You, return to the previous harmony with your wife Alcmene: she doesn’t deserve 
at all what you blame her for. She was forced to act by my power.  
       1141-43 
 
Amphitryon is happy to obey this order (1144), and thereby any potential future risk to 
Alcmene is quashed. 
 
The Threat from Juno 
Although the gods can exert authority over mortals, they have limited power over each 
other, especially Hera. In different versions of the myth, Hera punishes Alcmene in one 
of two ways. In the Iliad, Hera punishes Alcmene by extending her labor: “She stopped 
Alcmene’s childbirth and held back Eileithuia” (Ἀλκµήνηϲ δ’ ἀπέπαυϲε τόκον, ϲχέθε δ’ 
Εἰλειθυίαϲ, Il. 19.119),443 and other poets tell of Hera sending snakes in an effort to kill 
the baby Heracles (Pindar Nemean 1. 33-72, Theocritus Idyll 24.13-16.).444  
 Plautus, on the other hand, almost completely eliminates Juno from his play, and 
so the jealous wife of Jupiter is never a threat to Alcmene. In a subversion of the Iliadic 
                                                                                                                                            
intro, missum facio Teresiam senem. / nunc, spectatores, Iouis summi causa clare 
plaudite, 1145-46). Although a request for applause is typical in Plautus’ comedies, this 
is the only one in which applause is requested for a specific character. 
443 Cf. also the Homeric Hymn to Apollo, where Hera prevents the birth of Apollo by 
keeping Eileithuia on Olympus (97-101). 
444 In another variant, Pherecydes has Amphitryon himself introduce the snakes to 
determine which child is his (FGrH 3 F 69). 
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account,445 Jupiter himself promises to make Alcmene’s childbirth completely painless. 
He says: 
faciamque ut uno fetu et quod gravida est viro   
et me quod gravidast pariat sine doloribus.   
 
And I’ll see to it that she give birth at one time both to her husband’s child and 
mine without pain. 
      878-79 
 
This swift and painless birth of the twins may be a innovation by Plautus. Plautus also 
eliminates Juno’s role in sending the snakes after the newborns. The slave Bromia 
provides the description of the snakes’ attack, and so she would be unaware of who sent 
them. If Plautus wanted his audience to know who the assailant was, however,  he would 
have found a way to tell us, but by putting this account in Bromia’s mouth instead of, for 
example, Jupiter’s, Plautus simply eliminates Juno from this story. 
 In fact, throughout the entire play, Hera is mentioned only twice, and only once 
by name. In the first reference to Juno, Mercury says: 
edepol ne illa si istis rebus te sciat operam dare, 
ego faxim ted Amphitruonem esse malis quam Iouem. 
 
By Pollux, if she should know that you’re making efforts in these matters, I’d 
guarantee you’d rather be Amphitryon than Jove. 
      Amphitryon 510-11 
 
Illa refers to Juno. This indirect reference seems to be part of Plautus’ overall technique 
of diminishing Hera’s role in the myth. Furthermore, Mercury suggests that Juno will be 
angry at Jupiter, not at Alcmene. In these myths, Hera has little authority over Zeus, so 
she usually takes her anger out on the mortal victim. This subtle shift in Amphitruo has 
                                                
445 The painful birth is also recounted in Ovid Met. 9.281-305 
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two effects: it once again emphasizes Alcmene’s protection from harm and it makes 
Jupiter and Juno seem like quarreling spouses rather than spiteful gods. 
 Juno is also mentioned, and named, in an oath by Alcmene to her husband: 
Per supremi regis regnum iuro et matrem familias   
Iunonem, quam me vereri et metuere est par maxume,   
ut mi extra unum te mortalis nemo corpus corpore   
contigit, quo me impudicam faceret. 
 
I swear by the kingdom of the supreme king and Juno, the mater familias, whom 
it is right that I revere and fear most of all, that no mortal person other than you 
has touched my person, to make me unchaste. 
      831-34 
 
This oath is full of dramatic irony. Amphitryon is the only mortal man that has touched 
Alcmene, and she prays both to the god that has violated her and to the goddess whose 
marriage has also been violated. Juno is also invoked as mater familias, an ironic 
appellation given the current situation.  
 Plautus is certainly aware of the potential risk to Alcmene, from Amphitryon and 
from Hera, but in the Amphitruo, Jupiter’s meddling with humans never risks causing 
harm to Alcmene.446   
 
Plautus’ Amphitruo provides a rare opportunity to understand how at least one comedian 
made a myth and the gods comic. In typical comic fashion, the plot involves deception, 
disguise, and seduction, and much of the humor comes from reversals of expectations, 
metatheater, and the juxtaposition of comic and tragic elements. Around the comic 
                                                
446 Given 2009, 108-109, argues that in Aristophanic comedy the gods are “highly 
ineffective” and do not generally cause humans harm. In Plautus’ Amphitruo, on the other 




elements, Plautus has skillfully reshaped the myth of Zeus’ affair with Alcmene, making 
the drama about the culmination of their long-term relationship during her pregnancy and 
its repurcussions in her household. In crafting his own version, Plautus has included 
subtle nods to other variants and has shown an acute awareness of generic conventions, 
and this style of myth-making has affinities with Euripides and with Hellenistic poets. 
Indeed, even though Euripides’ Alcmene did not serve as a model for Plautus, likely 
Euripides’ mythic panache did influence him, indirectly, via the fourth-century poets, and 
possibly directly as well.  
 Mythological influence, however, does not simply flow from serious to humorous 
sources. Comedy could be influential too.447 Plautus’ play was such a convincing version 
of the myth of Heracles birth that when Diodorus Siculus crafted his own version of the 
myth of Zeus and Alcmene, he seems to have a comic version, among others, in mind:  
τὸν γὰρ Δία µιϲγόµενον Ἀλκµήνηι τριπλαϲίαν τὴν νύκτα ποιῆϲαι, καὶ τῶι 
πλήθει τοῦ πρὸϲ τὴν παιδοποιίαν ἀναλωθέντοϲ χρόνου προϲηµῆναι τὴν 
ὑπερβολὴν τῆϲ τοῦ γεννηθηϲοµένου ῥώµηϲ. καθόλου δὲ τὴν ὁµιλίαν ταύτην 
οὐκ ἐρωτικῆϲ ἐπιθυµίαϲ ἕνεκα ποιήϲαϲθαι, καθάπερ ἐπὶ τῶν ἄλλων 
γυναικῶν, ἀλλὰ τὸ πλέον τῆϲ παιδοποιίαϲ χάριν. διὸ καὶ βουλόµενον τὴν 
ἐπιπλοκὴν νόµιµον ποιήϲαϲθαι βιάϲαϲθαι µὲν µὴ βουληθῆναι, πεῖϲαι δ’ 
οὐδαµῶϲ ἐλπίζειν διὰ τὴν ϲωφροϲύνην· τὴν ἀπάτην οὖν προκρίναντα διὰ 
ταύτηϲ παρακρούϲαϲθαι τὴν Ἀλκµήνην, Ἀµφιτρύωνι κατὰ πᾶν ὁµοιωθέντα.  
 
For Zeus, when sleeping with Alcmene, made the night three times as long, and 
by the length of the time spent in procreation he foretold the superior strength of 
the resulting child. On the whole, this union was made not out of an erotic desire, 
as in the case of the other women, but rather for the sake of procreation. 
Wherefore, since he also wished the union to be made legitimate, he did not wish 
to use force, but he in no way expected to persuade her on account of her chastity. 
Therefore he settled upon deception and misled Alcmene by resembling 
Amphitryon in every way. 
       Library of History 4.9 
                                                
447 On possible the possible influence of Plautus’ Amphitruo on Ovid, see Hanses 2014. 
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Diodorus prefers the accounts that depict a seduction instead of a rape, and thus he 
follows the version found in several genres, including comedy. When it comes to Zeus’ 
intent, however, Diodorus protests a little too much in discrediting an erotic desire on 
Zeus’ part. As we have seen, Plautus himself rejects the birth-of-Heracles motive and 
instead attributes the relationship to sexual desire. This motive is unattested in extant 
literature, including mythographic sources, until Plautus. Whether Diodorus has Plautus’ 
Amphitruo specifically in mind or if he is thinking of an intermediary source, we cannot 
say, but this passage does raise the question of comic influence, a question to which we 




6. CRATINUS’ HELENS IN EURIPIDEAN DRAMA 
In his Acharnians of 425, Aristophanes vigorously defends his art and the genre of 
comedy. Apparently under attack by Cleon, one of the leading politicians of the day, for 
slandering the city in a previous production,448 Aristophanes does not back down and 
turns to the stage to respond. In making his defense, Aristophanes attempts to borrow 
tragedy’s prestige for his own comedy. The comic hero Dicaeopolis goes to the house of 
Euripides, asks to use the costume of one of his most pitiful tragic heroes, and dons the 
rags of Euripides’ Telephus. The comic hero rejects the rags of other Euripidean heroes 
and ultimately settles on Telephus as an appropriate mythological model for his present 
predicament. Telephus had disguised himself as a beggar to infiltrate a Greek assembly 
and successfully appealed for their help.449 Dicaeopolis, who himself must make a 
persuasive speech before an audience of Greeks, is drawn to Telephus precisely because 
of the latter’s rhetorical abilities (ϲτωµύλοϲ δεινὸϲ λέγειν, 429). Finally clad in the rags 
of Euripides’ hero Telephus, the comic hero offers a robust defense of comedy: 
µή µοι φθονήϲητ’, ἄνδρεϲ οἱ θεώµενοι, 
εἰ πτωχὸϲ ὢν ἔπειτ’ ἐν Ἀθηναίοιϲ λέγειν 
µέλλω περὶ τῆϲ πόλεωϲ, τρυγωιδίαν ποιῶν. 
τὸ γὰρ δίκαιον οἶδε καὶ τρυγωιδία. 
ἐγὼ δὲ λέξω δεινὰ µέν, δίκαια δέ. 
 
                                                
448 On the political background and the historicity of the charges, see Olson 2004, xxviii-
xxxi and xlvi-lii. Rosen 1988, 63-64, has suggested that the charges against Aristophanes 
are an elaborate fiction created by Aristophanes himself. Without external evidence, no 
definitive conclusions can be made, but it does seem that some sort of confrontation 
occurred between Cleon and Aristophanes. 




Do not be angry at me, gentlemen spectators, if as a beggar I intend to address the 
Athenians about the city while making a trugedy (i.e., comedy). For trugedy, too, 
knows what is just. And I will say things that are surprising, yet just. 
       Acharnians 497-501 
 
In order to emphasize the connection with tragedy, Aristophanes uses the word trugedy 
(τρυγωιδία)—perhaps an Aristophanic coinage—rather than the more common word 
comedy (κωµωιδία), and thus attempts to draw on tragedy’s cultural prestige and 
authority.450 Comedians had treated myth before and comedians had mocked tragedy 
before, but as far as we can tell, Aristophanes’ Acharnians is unique in its harmonious 
synthesis of tragic parody and myth to expand the comic repertoire. 451  Indeed, 
Aristophanes would continue to parody tragedy, tragic dramaturgy, and tragic myth-
making throughout his career. 
 Comedy’s incorporation of tragedy and tragic elements has long been noted, in 
part because comedians often recycle tragic lines and sometimes, as in Acharnians, 
openly acknowledge their debt.452 Tragedy’s borrowing from comedy, however, is a more 
controversial subject, and neither Euripides nor any other tragic poet quoted or explicitly 
acknowledged borrowing from comedy. Indeed, tragedians after the time of Aeschylus 
tended to avoid explicit metatheatricality and explicit references to contemporary events. 
                                                
450 See Taplin 1983 and Foley 1988. 
451 Cf. Henderson 2014, 241, on Aristophanic comedy in general: “Aristophanes’ 
engagement with tragedy enlarged his own repertoire.” See Silk 2000a, esp. 42-97, and 
2000b on the uniqueness of Aristophanes’ style. As Bakola 2010, 118-179, has recently 
shown, Silk overstates the case for paratragedy’s absence in the comedies of 
Aristophanes’ contemporaries, but Bakola’s conclusions about Cratinus’ use of 
paratragedy seem to confirm Silk’s primary point: Aristophanes’ use of tragedy is 
somehow unique and distinctive.  
452 On tragic parody: in Aristophanic comedy, see Rau 1967, Silk 2000a, and Platter 
2007; in the fragments of fifth-century comedy, see Bowie 2000, 322-24; and in Cratinus, 
see Bakola 2010, 118-179. 
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Nevertheless, tragedians did draw on comedy for inspiration and for new ideas. In this 
chapter, we will survey briefly the recent arguments made for Euripides’ incorporation of 
comic elements, and we will then turn to two specific cases in which Cratinus’ comedies 
seem to have influenced Euripides. Specifically, I argue that in his Trojan Women and 
Helen, Euripides implicitly acknowledges his debt to comedy by alluding to comic 
versions of myths.  
 We might expect Euripides to allude to Aristophanes’ comedies in his response to 
Aristophanic encroachment onto tragic turf, but Aristophanic comedy did not provide the 
material Euripides would need.453 Indeed, restrained by tragic conventions, Euripides 
could not openly state his dependence on comedy, but Euripides could slyly nod to 
comedy through his treatment of myth, the area where the two genres overlap. 
Aristophanes did not treat mythological subjects directly until late in his career; his 
method was to treat myth indirectly.454 Euripides, therefore, turned to the dramas of 
Cratinus, the fifth-century comic myth-maker par excellence. Euripides’ allusions to the 
myths of Cratinus indicate not only that comic poets were accepted as myth-makers 
already in the fifth century, but also that their myths could influence other, even serious, 
genres. Furthermore, as we have seen throughout the dissertation, comedians, Cratinus 
especially, crafted plots with innovative treatments of myth and created political 
resonances in their dramas. Euripides seems to draw on these two areas of comic 
authority when he alludes to Cratinus’ mythic accounts.  
                                                
453 This is not to say that Aristophanic comedy did not influence Euripides, only that 
Euripides seems not to have acknowledged openly a debt to Aristophanes’ political and 
topical plots. 
454 Bowie 1993 
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COMIC ELEMENTS IN EURIPIDEAN TRAGEDY 
The 410s reveal a shift in tragic sensibilities. Sometime in the second half of this decade, 
we find a greater flexibility in tragedies, especially in the expanded incorporation of 
comic material.455 What motivates tragedy’s shift closer towards the comic is unclear. 
Audience’s tastes evolve over time, and tragedians are possibly responding to the theater-
goers’ preferences. Tragedians may have expanded their repertoire in response to an 
apparent vacuum on the comic stage: comic poets in the 420s and 410s preferred political 
subjects to mythological ones. Cratinus, one of the most vigorous comic adaptors of 
myth, produced at least seventeen mythological comedies from the mid-450s to the mid-
420s, but he disappears from the records after the production of his domestic comedy 
Wine Flask in 423. Hermippus and Pherecrates, whose careers span the 430s to 410s, 
may have taken up the mythological mantle following Cratinus’ death, but even together 
only ten possibly mythological comedies of theirs are known. With ten mythological 
comedies himself, Platon (floruit 420s-380s) may have produced some during this 
general hiatus of myth comedy, but these plays may have all been produced later in his 
career when myth comedies regain popularity.456 Tragedians, therefore, may have begun 
generic experimentations in response to the comedians abandoning mythical subjects.  
 These generic experimentations, most visible in some of the later extant tragedies 
of Euripides, have sometimes been seen as a decline in the genre itself, and scholars have 
                                                
455 Taplin 1986 suggests that generic boundaries loosened about 415 with the production 
of Euripides’ Ion. Foley 2008 argues that the boundaries were fluid after Aristophanes’ 
paratragic Acharnians of 425. Henderson 2014, however, rightly notes that we have only 
scanty evidence for comedy before this period, and the evidence that does survive 
suggests a fluid boundary even from the early period of Attic comedy.   
456 See Chapter 1 and Bowie 2000 on the rises and falls of popular comic subjects. 
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even suggested classifying certain tragedies as different genres (e.g., romantic tragedy457 
or tragicomedy 458 ). 459  This criticism is unwarranted and unhelpful. The idea that 
Euripides debased tragedy appears already in several comedies of Aristophanes, most 
notably his Frogs. There, the avant-garde Euripides is contrasted with the venerable, 
traditional Aeschylus. While we can take this as a clear sign that Euripidean tragedy is 
different from and more modern than Aeschylean tragedy, we need not accept 
Aristophanes’ implication that Aeschylean drama is the true or even ideal tragedy. 
Donald Mastronarde has argued convincingly that Euripidean innovations indicate the 
flexibility of the genre,460 and Michael Silk has emphasized ancient performance context 
(i.e., at the tragic competition) as an important determination for generic classification.461 
Although Euripides is often singled out for criticism, other tragedians innovated as well, 
even if examples of these tragedies are not extant. The fragments of Sophocles’ Tyro 
suggest a tragedy with rape, recognition, and a happy ending, and Agathon’s production 
of a completely fictional tragedy, rather than a tragedy based on a myth, must have been 
one of the boldest experiments in the fifth century. 
 As part of these generic experimentations, Euripides incorporated comic elements 
into his dramas.462 Euripides experimented with comic elements as early as Alcestis of 
438, which includes a happy ending, but Alcestis was produced as the satyr drama of the 
tetralogy, which may explain its novel features. Around 410, however, the number of 
                                                
457 Conacher 1967, 14 
458 Verrall 1895, 43-133 
459 See Wright 2005, 7-9, for a survey of scholarship. 
460 Mastronarde 2010, esp. 44-62 
461 Silk 2013 
462 For a survey, see Henderson 2014 
	  	  
237	  
experimental tragedies increases, beginning with Euripides’ extant Iphegenia among the 
Taurians of c. 414 and Ion of c. 413 (both of which feature comic elements and happy 
endings), and continuing with Helen (412) and Orestes (408).463 Euripides’ Orestes also 
contains a plot reversal from bad to good, and this attracted comment from Aristophanes 
of Byzantium, who noted that “the denouement is more comic than tragic.” Perhaps 
Euripides’ most explicit borrowing from comedy was in his Danaë (albeit of unknown 
date), which Pollux (Danaë test. iii) claims included a parabasis, an otherwise exclusively 
comic feature in which the chorus spoke directly to the audience.  
 These borrowings, however, need not be so explicit or obvious. There are some 
feeble jokes; for example, in Euripides’ Trojan Women, when Hecuba advises Menelaus 
not to take Helen back home on his ship, he quips “What is it? Is she heavier than 
before?” (1049-50). Euripides also likely draws on certain stock scenes (e.g., dressing 
scenes, door-knocking scenes), which are more common in comedy than in tragedy. And 
comedy may have also inspired his notorious blending of heroic and non-mythic 
characters and the lowering of heroic characters to an unheroic, or even base, level. 
Indeed, the lowering of heroic characters was a common trope in Euripidean tragedy, and 
he sometimes depicted these characters in rags to reflect their lowered stature. This hero-
in-rags trope was mocked in Aristophanes’ Acharnians, Peace, and Frogs, but, as Foley 
                                                
463 See Knox 1979 for a discussion of comedy in Euripides, its antecedents, and its 
influences. Knox argues that in Ion “Euripides invented what was to become the master 
pattern of western comedy. The ingredients of the comic mixture come from different 
sources: from tragedy, from satyr play, and from his own invention” (268). Noticeably 
absent is, of course, comedy itself, although Knox does suggest that the characterization 
of the gods in Ion stems from comedy (269-70). 
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points out, Euripides’ perseverance in spite of this mockery could be seen as an indirect 
response to the criticism.464  
 But even if tragedy borrows something from comedy, it need not necessarily 
remain humorous. This is best seen in Euripides’ incorporation of several common comic 
motifs in his Bacchae.465 Modern audiences will find it difficult to forget the vicious and 
vengeful Dionysus, but Dionysus was, in fact, a character common in comedy and rare in 
tragedy.466 Ancient audiences would likely have been more familiar with the bumbling 
Dionysus found in Aristophanes’ Frogs. In comedy, gods frequently appear in disguise to 
trick mortals,467 but in Bacchae, Euripides skillfully makes this humorous plot device 
tragic when Dionysus appears disguised as a mortal to test the piety of the Thebans. The 
disturbing scene in which Dionysus dresses Pentheus up as a bacchant before leading him 
to his death has its origins in similar dressing scenes in comedy, and some have seen this 
episode as a direct response to Aristophanes’ dressing scene in Women at the 





                                                
464 Foley 2008, 28 
465 On the comic elements in Bacchae, see Seidensticker 1978. 
466 Dobrov 2001, 70-85, argues that our modern understanding of Dionysus as the god of 
theater was, in fact, created by Euripides in the Bacchae: “enlisting ‘Dionysos’ as a fifth-
century ‘god of theater and fiction’ fails to recognize that this theatrical Dionysos makes 
his first entrance specifically in Euripides’ last play” (71).  
467 See chapters 4 and 5 on the comic affairs of Zeus. 
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TROJAN WOMEN AND THE POLITICAL POWER OF CRATINUS’ COMEDY 
Euripides produced his Trojan Women in 415, likely a year or two before his Ion. Other 
than the joke about Helen’s weight, it does not feature the comic elements of several of 
his other plays produced in subsequent years. Yet despite its traditional tragic features, 
the play contains an allusion to a mythical variant that I argued in chapter 2 was invented 
by Cratinus. This myth is the Judgment of Paris as depicted in the Dionysalexandros, in 
which Hera, Athena, and Aphrodite each offer a bribe to sway the judge of the contest. In 
the Trojan Women, this possible allusion to Cratinus occurs when Helen recounts the 
Judgment myth in order to defend herself from the accusation that she was ultimately 
responsible. Indeed, artists and writers of this period increasingly turned their attention to 
myths about the origins of the Trojan War in order to comment on and understand the 
ongoing Peloponnesian War. 468  Cratinus himself was a foremost innovator in this 
conversation, as his Dionysalexandros, produced shortly after the war’s outbreak, creates 
resonances to contemporary events in his treatment of the Trojan War myth. I suggest, 
therefore, that Euripides, offering his own reevaluation of Helen, alludes to Cratinus’ 
version of the myth in order to appropriate the comic poet’s authority in this debate. 
 Euripides’ Trojan Women depicts the atrocities confronted by the captured 
women of Troy after the sack of their city. Hecuba, Andromache, and Cassandra will be 
concubines for Greek men, and Astyanax, the young son of Andromache and Hector, will 
be executed by the Greeks. Near the end of the drama, the victorious Greek general 
Menelaus arrives to fetch his wife Helen, who until now has been kept with the Trojans. 
                                                
468 See especially Wright 2007. 
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Menelaus says that Helen will be executed for her role in causing the Trojan War, and 
Helen and Hecuba ask permission to debate Helen’s true role. They participate in an a 
traditional agon, with Helen defending her actions and Hecuba prosecuting her. 
 Helen speaks first, and she argues that the gods themselves are primarily 
responsible for the war.469 She could not, she argues, circumvent the will of the several 
gods who contributed to the war’s beginnings, and she recounts the Judgment of Paris as 
evidence: 
ἔκρινε τριϲϲὸν ζεῦγοϲ ὅδε τριῶν θεῶν· 
καὶ Παλλάδοϲ µὲν ἦν Ἀλεξάνδρωι δόϲιϲ 
Φρυξὶ ϲτρατηγοῦνθ’ Ἑλλάδ’ ἐξανιϲτάναι· 
Ἥρα δ’ ὑπέϲχετ’ Ἀϲιάδ’ Εὐρώπηϲ θ’ ὅρουϲ 
τυραννίδ’ ἕξειν, εἴ ϲφε κρίνειεν Πάριϲ· 
Κύπριϲ δὲ τοὐµὸν εἶδοϲ ἐκπαγλουµένη 
δώϲειν ὑπέϲχετ’, εἰ θεὰϲ ὑπερδράµοι 
κάλλει. τὸν ἔνθεν δ’ ὡϲ ἔχει ϲκέψαι λόγον· 
νικᾶι Κύπριϲ θεάϲ, καὶ τοϲόνδ’ οὑµοὶ γάµοι 
ὤνηϲαν Ἑλλάδ’· οὐ κρατεῖϲθ’ ἐκ βαρβάρων, 
οὔτ’ ἐϲ δόρυ ϲταθέντεϲ, οὐ τυραννίδι. 
 
He (sc. Paris) judged the triple yoke of the three goddesses. And the gift of Pallas 
Athena to the Phrygian general Paris was to devastate Greece. Hera promised that 
he would hold tyranny over Asia and the bounds of Europe if Paris selected her. 
Cyprian Aphrodite, struck by my appearance, promised to award it to him, if she 
outstripped the goddesses in beauty. Consider how the story goes then. Cypris 
defeated the goddesses, and thus my marriage aided Greece: you are not ruled by 
foreigners, neither defeated by the spear nor by tyranny. 
       Trojan Women 924-34 
 
Here, Helen tells a carefully crafted and rhetorically persuasive argument about her role 
in the Judgment of Paris. Helen, in fact, is a myth-maker herself, manipulating 
mythological material to suit the needs of her present circumstances. The blame is put 
                                                
469 The debate is about the mythological details, but it represents a broader, philosophical 
debate about the nature of the gods and the rationalization of mythology (see Scodel 
1980, 93-104), carried out in the rhetorical style in vogue in contemporary Athens (see 
Lloyd 1992, 99-112). 
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entirely on the goddesses’ shoulders, and thus Helen acquits herself of any guilt.470 Helen 
says that, had Athena or Hera been selected as winner, the outcome would have been 
much worse for the Greeks. Athena offers conquest of Greece, and Helen draws attention 
to the potential negative consequences of this offer by referring to Paris specifically as a 
Phrygian (Φρυξὶ, 926). Hera offers political authority over not just Troy and Greece, but 
all of Asia and Europe. Aphrodite offers the beauty of Helen herself. This is a subtle but 
significant choice of mythological variants, of which there are two previously existing 
alternatives. According to one version, found in the Dionysalexandros and possibly in the 
Iliad (24.25-30), Aphrodite offers to make Paris beautiful. In this version, Helen can still 
be faulted for succumbing to Paris’ charm. According to the other version, told in the 
Cypria, Aphrodite offers Paris Helen as wife. This variant relieves Helen of any guilt 
since she has no power over the goddess Aphrodite. Helen has chosen the correct variant 
for her defense. 
  These three bribes described in this passage are those that become the canonical 
ones: Aphrodite offers the beauty of Helen, Athena success in war, and Hera kingship. 
This version differs from the myth as it is told in the Iliad and in the Cypria, where only 
Aphrodite offers a bribe. Euripides’ tragedy undoubtedly helps to establish this version as 
the canonical one. Euripides, however, is not making this myth up completely, and he 
draws attention to the existence of this version when Helen refers to it as a story (λόγοϲ, 
931). Matthew Wright calls these moments “metamythological”: when a character in a 
                                                
470 Helen’s story would potentially acquit Paris as well, a skillful move since she is 
debating Paris’ mother. The gifts of Hera and Athena would lead to a direct conflict 
between the Greek and the Trojans, whereas Paris could feign ignorance that marrying 
Helen would cause a war. And Paris had to choose a winner. 
	  	  
242	  
drama shows awareness of his or her own mythology.471 What is the source of the 
heroine’s tale? 
 Euripides’ version is remarkably close to the account in Cratinus’ 
Dionysalexandros, produced likely in 430 or 429. Although only a few fragments of this 
comedy survive, a mostly-preserved hypothesis summarizes the majority of the action. In 
the comedy, Dionysus has taken the place of Paris (also known as Alexander) as arbiter 
of the beauty contest. The surviving portion of the hypothesis does not make clear how 
exactly Dionysus comes to replace Paris, but Dionysus plays Paris dutifully, selecting 
Aphrodite as the winner. Dionysus runs off with Helen, and the Greeks, thinking Paris 
himself has abducted her, ravage the countryside while searching for them. Paris 
confronts Dionysus and hands him over to the Greeks. Paris, however, takes pity on 
Helen and marries her. This myth is well-suited for treatment in a comedy, and Cratinus 
does his part to make it more humorous.  
 The closest connection between the myth as told in the Dionysalexandros and the 
one in Trojan Women is the three bribes offered to the judge. The surviving hypothesis of 
Cratinus’ comedy says: 
ὁ δ(ὲ) πα- 
ραγενοµένων αὐτῶι  
παρὰ µ(ὲν) Ἥρ̣̣α̣[ϲ] Τυραννίδο(ϲ) 
ἀκινήτου, πα[ρ]ὰ δ’ Ἀθηνᾶϲ 
Εὐψυχί(αϲ) κ(α)τ(ὰ) πόλεµο(ν), τῆϲ  
δ’ Ἀφροδί(τηϲ) κάλλιϲτό(ν) τε κ(αὶ) 
ἐπέραϲτον αὐτὸν ὑπάρ- 
χειν, κρίνει ταύτην νικᾶν. 
                                                
471 See Wright 2005, 133-57, (on Euripides Helen, Andromeda, and Iphigenia among the 
Taurians) and 2006a (on Euripides’ Orestes) 
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And he (sc. Dionysus), after immovable Tyranny from Hera, Bravery in war from 
Athena, and Aphrodite arrived, she (promised) to make him very beautiful and 
lovely, he judges Aphrodite the winner.472 
        test. i.13-19  
Cratinus has taken some liberties with the myth, most notably in replacing Paris with 
Dionysus as the judge of the contest. Despite its obvious humorous intentions, Cratinus’ 
comedy is the first extant reference to all three goddesses offering a bribe, and these are 
the bribes that become the canonical ones. Hera offers unshakable tyranny, Athena 
bravery in war, and Aphrodite to make Dionysus-Paris beautiful. In previous accounts, 
only Aphrodite attempts to bribe Paris with a gift of beauty. Of course, just because 
Cratinus’ comedy preserves the first extant account of these three bribes does not mean 
he invented them, and most scholars do assume that Cratinus is taking this part of the 
myth from an earlier source.473  
 There is good reason to suspect, however, that Cratinus has invented them 
himself. In all extant comedy and in the fragments of comedy, neither Hera nor Athena 
appear onstage, and it has been suggested that there was a taboo against lampooning 
these goddesses in a comedy. To circumvent this taboo, Cratinus, I argued in chapter 2, 
                                                
472 The text is corrupt, and its restoration is disputed. I follow Bakola 2010, 322-3, who 
rejects the proposed lacuna in line 14. See chapter 2 for a full discussion of this textual 
issue. 
473 E.g., Gantz 1993, 570-71, “In the Dionysalexandros of Kratinos ..., the Judgment was 
caricatured, with Dionysos disguised as Paris rendering the verdict and causing the war. 
Here for the first time, if our summary of the play is accurate do we hear of three bribes: 
Hera promises an unshaken tyrannis, Athena success in battle, and Aphrodite that Paris 
will be most handsome and desirable. ... Likely Kratinos has not invented the three 
bribes, given that they become a standard part of the later tradition.” 
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invented the bribes to serve as onstage proxies for these two goddesses.474 Furthermore, I 
argued that Cratinus invented these specific bribes as a subtle attack on the powerful 
politician Pericles. The end of the hypothesis informs us that Pericles is mocked for his 
role in causing the Peloponnesian War:  
   κωµωι- 
δεῖται δ’ ἐν τῶι δράµατι Πε- 
ρικλῆϲ µάλα πιθανῶϲ δι’ 
ἐµφάϲεωϲ ὡϲ ἐπαγηοχὼϲ 
τοῖϲ Ἀθηναίοιϲ τὸν πόλεµον. 
 
In the drama, Pericles is mocked very persuasively through innuendo for bringing 
the war upon the Athenians. 
   test. i.44-48 
Scholars have long-noted that the gifts offered to Dionysus-Paris would also provide an 
opportunity for Cratinus to mock Pericles through innuendo. The promise of Tyranny is 
very apt for Pericles, as tyranny was the buzzword for criticism of Pericles, especially in 
comedies produced around the decade of the 430s.475 The comic poets often accused 
Pericles of tyrannical aspirations and even assimilated Pericles’ power to that of Zeus.476 
Plutarch (Pericles 16.1) says that the comic poets even made Pericles swear not to 
become a tyrant (µὴ τυραννήϲειν). Athena’s offer of Bravery could also be introduced in 
such a way as to remind the audience of Pericles’ supposed cowardliness, and 
Aphrodite’s promise to make Dionysus-Paris beautiful could allude to Pericles’ affair 
with Aspasia477 or his reputed ugliness.478 Rather than assuming, however, that the myth 
                                                
474 Bakola 2010, 285-94, makes a similar argument about the personified gifts serving as 
proxies for the goddesses, but she does not suggest that Cratinus has invented the bribes. 
475 See Henderson 2003, 162-63. 
476 E.g., Aristophanes’ Acharnians 530-34, Peace 604-14, Teleclides fr. 45 
477 So Schwarze 1971, 13-14 
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of the Judgment of Paris was almost perfectly suited to mock Pericles, I suggested that 
Cratinus has altered the traditional myth to suit his criticism. 
 If Cratinus did invent the three bribes, Euripides’ account of the Judgment of 
Paris in Trojan Women would be drawing on his comedy. Although Cratinus’ comedy of 
430 or 429 was produced about fifteen years before Euripides’ Trojan Women of 415, we 
can expect that some of Euripides’ audience would remember Cratinus’ production. For 
comparison, Aristophanes’ Acharnians (425 BCE) parodied Euripides’ Telephus (438 
BCE) thirteen years after its production, and Aristophanes’ Women at the Thesmophoria 
(411) parodied the same tragedy twenty-seven years after the original production.  
 Euripides includes three similar bribes, although here, as in other aspects of the 
myth, the tragedian adapts the myth for his own purposes. Paris, rather than Dionysus, 
once again serves as judge of the beauty contest. Euripides’ goddesses, like Cratinus’ 
goddesses, all offer bribes, but these are subtle variations on Cratinus’ bribes. Euripides’ 
Athena offers victory over the Greeks in war (rather than simply Bravery in war in 
Dionysalexandros), Hera promises tyranny (τυραννίδ’ ἕξειν) over Asia and Greece 
(rather than an unmovable tyranny in the comedy), and Aphrodite offers the beauty of 
Helen (rather than promising to make Paris himself beautiful).479 As we noted earlier, 
Helen has subtly manipulated each gift to make her own case more persuasive. Since 
both goddesses offer to help Paris subdue the Greeks, it could have been much worse for 
                                                                                                                                            
478 So Rosen 1988, 52 n. 49 
479 Isocrates in his Helen (41-42) removes references to Greece from the gifts, and he 
recounts what we would consider the canonical gifts: “Hera offered him kingship of all of 
Asia, Athena supremacy over his enemies, and Aphrodite marriage to Helen” (διδούϲηϲ 
Ἥραϲ µὲν ἁπάϲης αὐτῶι τῆς Ἀϲίαϲ βαϲιλεύειν, Ἀθηνᾶϲ δὲ κρατεῖν ἐν τοῖς πολέµοιϲ, 
Ἀφροδίτηϲ δὲ τὸν γάµον τὸν Ἑλένηϲ). 
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the Greeks if either Hera or Athena had won. Cratinus’ version with three gifts, therefore, 
is useful to Euripides’ heroine, and the slight variation on Cratinus’ gifts makes Helen’s 
argument even more potent. 
 Helen’s story is only one side of the debate, however, and Euripides has the 
opportunity to discredit Helen’s (and thus Cratinus’) version. Indeed, just as Helen shows 
an awareness of stories about herself, Hecuba, in her scathing and skeptical response, 
seems almost aware of the very source of Helen’s story: 
ταῖϲ θεαῖϲι πρῶτα ϲύµµαχοϲ γενήϲοµαι 
καὶ τήνδε δείξω µὴ λέγουϲαν ἔνδικα.  
ἐγὼ γὰρ Ἥραν παρθένον τε Παλλάδα 
οὐκ ἐϲ τοϲοῦτον ἀµαθίαϲ ἐλθεῖν δοκῶ, 
ὥϲθ’ ἡ µὲν Ἄργοϲ βαρβάροιϲ ἀπηµπόλα, 
Παλλὰϲ δ’ Ἀθήναϲ Φρυξὶ δουλεύειν ποτέ. 
αἳ 480 παιδιαῖϲι καὶ χλιδῆι µορφῆϲ πέρι  
ἦλθον πρὸϲ Ἴδην· τοῦ γὰρ οὕνεκ’ ἂν θεὰ 
Ἥρα τοϲοῦτον ἔϲχ’ ἔρωτα καλλονῆϲ; 
πότερον ἀµείνον’ ὡϲ λάβηι Διὸϲ πόϲιν; 
ἢ γάµον Ἀθάνα θεῶν τινοϲ θηρωµένη, 
ἣ παρθένειαν πατρὸϲ ἐξηιτήϲατο  
φεύγουϲα λέκτρα; µὴ ἀµαθεῖϲ ποίει θεὰϲ 
τὸ ϲὸν κακὸν κοϲµοῦϲα, µὴ <οὐ> πείϲηις ϲοφούϲ. 
Κύπριν δ’ ἔλεξαϲ (ταῦτα γὰρ γέλωϲ πολύϲ) 
ἐλθεῖν ἐµῶι ξὺν παιδὶ Μενέλεω δόµουϲ. 
οὐκ ἂν µένουϲ’ ἂν ἥϲυχόϲ ϲ’ ἐν οὐρανῶι  
αὐταῖϲ Ἀµύκλαιϲ ἤγαγεν πρὸϲ Ἴλιον; 
                                                
480 The manuscript reads αἳ. Hartung suggested οὐ, which is accepted by Diggle, but it 
would be odd for Hecuba to deny that the Judgment, a well-known mythological event, 
took place. I follow the interpretation of Stinton 1965, 38 n.1, and Scodel 1980, 96 n. 40. 
Hecuba attacks Helen’s claim that Hera and Athena gave gifts that would harm their 
favorite cities. The goddesses merely went to the Judgment as a kind of game, and, as 
Hecuba then argues, they have no real reason to offer significant bribes. This 
interpretation is supported by the following sentence, in which Hecuba asks why Hera 
would have so great (τοϲοῦτον) a passion for her looks, thus implying that she had at 
least some interest in the beauty contest. For opposing views, see Lloyd 1992, 106, and 
Croally 1994, 147 n. 66, who prefer οὐ since Hecuba seems interested in denying any 
frivolity on the goddesses’ part. See also Llyod 1984, 310-11. 
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First of all, I will be an ally for the goddesses and show that she is not speaking 
justly. For I do not think that Hera and the maiden Athena stooped to such folly 
that Hera would sell Argos to foreigners or Athena would ever enslave Athens to 
a Phrygian, when they went to Ida for a child’s game and for indulgence over 
their beauty. Why would the goddess Hera have such a passion for her looks? So 
that she might get a husband better than Zeus? Or was Athena, who asked her 
father for maidenhood and fled unions, pursuing a marriage with one of the gods? 
Do not make the goddesses foolish to cover up your evil deed. You will not 
persuade the wise. And you said that Aphrodite (this is very laughable) went with 
my son to the house of Menelaus. Could she not wait at leisure in the sky and 
bring you with Amylcae itself to Troy? 
       Trojan Women 969-84 
Hecuba offers a point-by-point refutation of Helen’s story, and her rebuttal is peppered 
with language that indicates the silliness of Helen’s account of the Judgment myth. 
Hecuba asserts that Hera and Athena would not indulge in such folly (οὐκ ἐϲ τοϲοῦτον 
ἀµαθίαϲ ἐλθεῖν) to offer gifts that would harm the Greeks when merely competing in a 
childish (παιδιαῖϲι) beauty contest. And the idea that Aphrodite would physically 
accompany Paris to Sparta is very laughable (γέλωϲ πολύϲ). Hecuba’s response thus 
further strengthens the connection to the comic poet’s version alluded to in Helen’s 
defense.  
 As Hecuba’s language suggests, the Judgment myth was commonly treated in 
humorous literature and vase-painting. It was treated in Sophocles’ satyr drama Judgment 
(of unknown date), and vase-painters depict it frequently. Nor do we hear of any tragedy 
featuring the myth. The myth, therefore, apparently had more appeal for the comic poets, 
but it is important to note that this commonly comic myth, even in the hands of the 
disreputable Helen, is never discredited.481 In the prologue, Poseidon credits Athena and 
                                                
481 Scholars disagree whether Helen or Hecuba has won the debate, and this seems to 
have important implications for whether or not Helen will be executed. Scodel 1980, 98, 
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Hera with the destruction of Troy (23-24), and traditionally, the Judgment explains the 
goddesses’ anger. After the agon, Menelaus rules against Helen, but he was planning to 
do this anyway. The Chorus, in fact, remains skeptical that she will actually be punished 
by Menelaus and foresee her once again reveling in luxury. They therefore pray that Zeus 
destroy their ship before reaching Sparta (1100-17). At the end of the drama, where 
usually some of the misunderstandings and ambiguities of the action are resolved, no god 
arrives ex machina to resolve the debate. The play, therefore, neither explicitly confirms 
nor denies Helen’s version of events.482 
 In addition to being mythologically apt, Euripides’ incorporation of Cratinus’ 
version of the myth has important significance for Euripides’ tragedy. Indeed, Euripides 
could have distanced himself from Cratinus’ version enough so that his dependency on 
the comic poet would be obscured. But by retaining proximity to the Dionysalexandros, 
Euripides is able to draw on Cratinus’ authority and appropriate the comic poet’s ability 
to comment on contemporary affairs. During this period, historians,483 artists,484 and even 
comic poets,485 were using myths about the Trojan War as a lens through which to 
understand and to criticize the Peloponnesian War. Indeed, Cratinus must have been one 
of the innovators of this artistic agenda, since some of his plays (the Dionysalexandros 
                                                                                                                                            
suggests a victory for Helen. Lloyd 1992, 99-112, and Croally 1994, 157-60, note the 
lack of a clear resolution to the debate. 
482 Nor does the play indicate whether Menelaus will actually execute Helen upon their 
return. Lloyd 1984, 304, correctly points out that Menelaus does seem determined. 
Because other characters cast doubt, however, the tragedy seems designed to leave the 
issue, like the debate itself, unresolved.  
483 Herodotus 1.1-5; Thucydides 1 
484 See Shapiro 2005 
485 See Wright 2007 
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included) criticize Pericles and the Periclean agenda at the outbreak of the war. Given the 
flexibility of comedy, the comic poets could openly incorporate myths and contemporary 
politics into their plays. How intimately myth and politics were connected in comedy is 
debated, and likely this connection varies from play to play. At the very least, the 
political resonances in Dionysalexandros were strong enough to attract comment from 
the author of the play’s hypothesis.486  
 Tragedy, a more restricted genre, did not have the same luxury. Any potential 
criticism of the city and of the war had to be done obscurely and exclusively through 
myth. But by alluding to Cratinus, and specifically a myth that Cratinus innovated in 
order to criticize Pericles’ role in the Peloponnesian War, Euripides draws on the comic 
poet’s authority in this realm. Euripides thus alludes to Cratinus not simply because he 
was an innovative myth-maker, but because he used myths to address contemporary 
concerns. 
 To be sure, Euripides’ drama would not necessarily convey the same message as 
the Dionysalexandros, and the tragedian is certainly not criticizing Pericles, who died 
shortly after the outbreak of the war, but the Trojan Women has been noted to have many 
political resonances. 487  Helen’s account of the Judgment of Paris would have 
undoubtedly shaken some audience members from the dramatic fiction and compelled 
them to think of their own reality. Athena offers Paris victory over Greece, not a single 
                                                
486 For opposing views on the political allegory in the Dionysalexandros, see Schwarze 
1971, who argues for a strong political allegory, and Bakola 2010, 183-208, who argues 
that the political references are merely resonances. My own view is closer to Bakola’s.  
487 Croally 1994, 16, calls the Trojan Women “perhaps the most extreme self-examination 
produced by Athens.” 
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Greek city-state or a collection of city-states, but all of Greece. The implication is that a 
foreign invader could defeat even a unified Greece, let alone one torn asunder by a war 
now nearly two decades long. Hera offers Paris, an Asian despot, political hegemony 
over Asia and Greece. An Athenian might recall the invasion of the Persians decades ago 
and the creation of the Delian League in response to the foreign threat.488 Athens would 
later treat the Delian League as its own empire, one of the direct causes of the 
Peloponnesian War. 
 Thus, Euripides uses many tools to emphasize the contemporary situation of 
Athens. This is not to say that the Trojan Women was a political allegory of some kind, 
but in Athens, the Trojan War was commonly used as a mythological mirror for the 
Peloponnesian War. Euripides even alters the Judgment myth so that it would echo 
Athenian concerns. And, perhaps most surprisingly of all, Euripides has drawn on 
Cratinus’ power for political commentary by adapting the comic poet’s version of the 
Judgment myth.  
 
CRATINUS’ NEMESIS AND COMIC ELEMENTS IN EURIPIDES’ HELEN 
With his Helen of 412, just three years after Trojan Women, Euripides became much 
bolder in his use of comedy. The Helen incorporates many comic scenes, characters, and 
motifs, and the tragedy concludes with a happy ending. Euripides thus continues to 
expand the tragic repertoire by incorporating comic elements, in some cases retaining 
their humorous potential but in others turning them tragic. Euripides, I argue, also alludes 
                                                
488 Cf. Croally 1994, 146-47 
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to a comedy of Cratinus in his Helen, a tragedy which, like Trojan Women, continues to 
reevaluate and question the supposed origins of the Trojan War. In Helen, however, it 
seems that Euripides alludes to Cratinus’ Nemesis as a way to foreshadow the comic 
elements employed throughout the drama and to acknowledge his debt to comedy.  
 In Helen, Euripides presents a radical retelling of the origins of the Trojan War 
and, in so doing, rehabilitates the titular heroine. According to most accounts, Helen is 
largely to blame for the Trojan War since she fled Sparta with the Trojan prince Paris. As 
we saw in Trojan Women, Helen has presented a slightly altered version of this myth to 
defend herself, but in Helen the poet turns this myth completely on its head. According to 
Euripides’ Helen, it was not Helen herself who went to Troy but rather a phantom of 
Helen created by Hera. The real Helen, unbeknownst to all (even her husband Menelaus), 
has been marooned in Egypt during the siege of Troy.489 The play begins with Helen in 
Egypt at the end of the war. On his way home from Troy, Menelaus is shipwrecked and 
washes up on the shores of Egypt. Helen and Menelaus are reunited, but they still must 
escape the Egyptian king who expects to marry Helen. In an elaborate deception, Helen 
pretends that her husband has died and so she will finally acquiesce to the marriage. First, 
however, she asks to borrow a boat so that she can perform a ritual burial at sea for 
Menelaus. During this mock ritual, Helen and Menelaus escape. The Egyptian king is 
                                                
489 The phantom Helen is not entirely Euripides’ invention, as this story appears already 
in Stesichorus, but Euripides explores in great detail the possibilities and especially the 
impact on Helen herself. On the mythical background to Euripides’ Helen and prior 
literary treatments, see Allan 2008, 18-28, and Wright, 2005, 56-157. Holmberg 1995 
finds that the story as told in Helen has antecedents in Homeric epic, especially in 
Helen’s depiction in the Iliad and as a Penelope-like figure from the Odyssey. 
	  	  
252	  
furious, but Helen’s twin brothers, the Dioscuri, explain everything and prevent him from 
taking action. 
 The play is thus a reimagining of the mythological tradition, but it is also an 
experiment in the generic flexibility of tragedy.490 Aristophanes almost immediately 
criticized and parodied Euripides’ Helen and its innovative features.491 In Women at the 
Thesmophoria, produced in 411, the Helen is called “new” or “novel” (καινή, 850).492 As 
noted above, modern critics have also noted the novel features of Helen, and it is 
sometimes unhelpfully classified as another genre (e.g., a “romantic tragedy” or 
“tragicomedy”).493 While the Helen does have a number of striking humorous and comic 
features, these merely show the flexibility and development of tragedy in the hands of a 
skilled poet.494  
 To expand the tragic repertoire, Euripides has turned to comedy for specific 
characters, scenes, motifs, and tone. Menelaus, who appears after being shipwrecked, 
draws attention to his ragged costume (420-24). He and the Old Lady, both with some 
comic characteristics, take part in a door-knocking scene more akin to comedy than 
tragedy (435-82). Helen and Menelaus plot a ruse to escape from her Egyptian captors 
(1032-1106), and the heroine even changes the hero’s costume for his part (1382). Some 
                                                
490 On the genre of Helen, see Allan 2008, 66-72, who defends its classification as a 
tragedy and emphasizes the necessity of speaking of generic changes, rather than decline. 
491 On Aristophanes’ critique of Helen in Women at the Thesmophoria, see Austin and 
Olson, 2004, and Foley 2008, 23-24. 
492 On the meaning of καινή here, see Wright 2006a, 36.  
493 See Segal 1971, 553-55, for a survey of modern criticism. Segal himself calls the 
Helen a romance. 
494 See Pippin 1960 on comic elements in Helen. 
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of these remain humorous, but Euripides can also make comic borrowings tragic (just as 
Aristophanes took tragic motifs and made them comic).495  
 In order to acknowledge his debt to comedy, Euripides, I argue, alludes to comedy 
in the most direct way available to him: by drawing on a comic version of a myth. This 
allusion occurs in Helen’s prologue speech, when, in order to introduce the theme of 
slander and her undeserved infamous reputation, she addresses the rumors about her 
birth.496 In the first fifteen lines of the drama, Helen describes the setting (Egypt) and 
recounts the lineage of the ruling mythological family of Egypt. She then begins to 
introduce herself in a peculiar way: 
ἡµῖν δὲ γῆ µὲν πατρὶϲ οὐκ ἀνώνυµοϲ 
Ϲπάρτη, πατὴρ δὲ Τυνδάρεωϲ· ἔϲτιν δὲ δὴ 
λόγοϲ τιϲ ὡϲ Ζεὺϲ µητέρ’ ἔπτατ’ εἰϲ ἐµὴν 
Λήδαν κύκνου µορφώµατ’ ὄρνιθοϲ λαβών, 
ὃϲ δόλιον εὐνὴν ἐξέπραξ’ ὑπ’ αἰετοῦ 
δίωγµα φεύγων, εἰ ϲαφὴϲ οὗτοϲ λόγοϲ 
 
My fatherland is not nameless; it is Sparta. My father is Tyndareus. But there is 
some story that Zeus, taking the form of a swan, flew after my mother, and he, 
fleeing the pursuit of an eagle, achieved a deceitful bedding, if this story is 
accurate.  
          Helen 16-21 
The shift to herself is emphatic (ἡµῖν, 16), but before she even identifies herself by name, 
she reveals her concerns about her reputation and her parentage. She first identifies her 
fatherland (πατρὶϲ) and calls it renowned (οὐκ ἀνώνυµοϲ, literally “not nameless”). She 
then identifies her father (πατὴρ) as Tyndareus. We quickly realize why she prioritizes 
                                                
495 See Allan’s 2008, ad 435-82, discussion of the door-knocking scene: “[Menelaus’] 
encounter with the Old Woman is funny, even while it has a serious import, since these 
two aspects can coexist” (emphasis original). 
496 Downing 1990 offers a fascinating interpretation of how the first thirty lines of the 
tragedy introduce its key themes. 
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her paternal stock, as she skeptically introduces an alternative story, which identifies 
Zeus as her father. She tries to discredit this story before she even tells it by calling it 
“some story” (λόγοϲ τιϲ). According to this tall tale, Zeus as swan has tricked her 
mother Leda into a sexual encounter, which results in Helen’s birth. As she ends the 
account, Helen once again casts doubt on this story’s veracity (εἰ ϲαφὴϲ οὗτοϲ λόγοϲ).  
 Shortly after, we hear even more strange details surrounding Helen’s birth, as she 
introduces the idea that she was born from an egg. She says: 
ἆρ’ ἡ τεκοῦϲά µ’ ἔτεκεν ἀνθρώποιϲ τέραϲ; 
γυνὴ γὰρ οὔθ’ Ἑλληνὶϲ οὔτε βάρβαροϲ 
τεῦχοϲ νεοϲϲῶν λευκὸν ἐκλοχεύται, 
ἐν ὧι µε Λήδαν φαϲὶν ἐκ Διὸϲ τεκεῖν. 
 
Did the woman who bore me bear a monstrosity for men? For neither Greek nor 
foreign women produce a white vessel for chicks, in which they say Leda bore me 
from Zeus. 
        Helen 256-59 
Again, Helen is skeptical. Not even foreign women, Helen notes, produce eggs, although 
people claim she herself was born from an egg. She distances herself from this story by 
introducing it with the word φαϲὶν (“they say”).  
 Together, these two passages provide a narrative of Helen’s birth. According to 
Euripides’ Helen, Zeus as swan has seduced Leda by pretending to flee an eagle and 
taking refuge with her. Zeus impregnates Leda, and Leda produces an egg from which 
Helen will be hatched. Some editors have suggested deleting these lines,497 but Allan 
                                                
497 Kovacs 2002 deletes 20-21, and Diggle and Kannicht 1969 delete 257-59. 
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rightly defends their retention: “As in her prologue-speech, [Helen’s] tone of scepticism 
at the details of her birth ... highlights her sense of abandonment by the gods.”498 
 Nevertheless, like so many other elements in the Helen, fanciful metamorphosis, 
deceitful seduction, and a birth from an egg seem out of place even as the mythological 
background to a tragedy. Indeed in a drama that playfully situates itself in the 
mythological tradition, 499  words such as “story” (λόγοϲ, 18, 21) and “they say” (φαϲὶν, 
259) grab our attention. As we saw in Trojan Women above, this is a moment of 
metamythography, and Euripides, or Helen, may have a specific source in mind. Any 
number of poets could have told this exact version before Euripides, and Henderson has 
suggested Stesichorus as a possible source.500 This is a reasonable suggestion since 
Euripides seems to be drawing on Stesichorus for the phantom of Helen, but Henderson 
leaves open the possibility that Euripides is alluding to the myth as told in Cratinus’ 
Nemesis.  
 Cratinus’ Nemesis, likely produced in 431,501 depicts Zeus’ seduction of the 
goddess Nemesis. As part of his ruse, Zeus and his companion502 plot his metamorphosis 
into a swan, and he then takes refuge in Nemesis’ lap. Nemesis becomes pregnant by 
Zeus and lays the egg from which Helen will hatch. The dramatic action shifts to Sparta, 
where the egg is given to King Tyndareus and his wife Leda to protect and incubate. The 
                                                
498 Allan 2008, ad 257-59 
499 See Downing 1990 on the self-conscious or metatragic style of the Helen. 
500 Henderson 2012, 4  
501 Godolphin 1931 
502 The companion cannot be identified from the preserved fragments, but Hermes is the 
most likely candidate. See Henderson 2012 
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egg itself almost certainly appears onstage.503 The play possibly even ended with the birth 
of Helen from the egg, as we see on a comic vase-painting depicting Helen emerging 
from an egg just as an old man (possibly Tyndareus) prepares to take another whack at 
the egg.504 
 The similarities to Euripides’ version are striking. The only significant difference 
between Euripides’ account in Helen and Cratinus’ account in Nemesis is the supposed 
mother of Helen.505 In Nemesis, Nemesis herself is Helen’s mother, and Leda is caretaker 
of the egg and surrogate mother of Helen. In Helen, Euripides removes Nemesis from the 
story, and Zeus as swan seduces Leda, who then produces the egg. This Euripidean 
innovation, however, is explained by the poet’s attempt to reevaluate Helen’s character 
and to exculpate her from blame for the Trojan War.506  “Attaching the seduction and 
maternity to Leda suits the heroine of this play, a blameless victim rather than the 
Pandora-like cause of evils associated with Nemesis.”507  
 The connection to Cratinus would be strengthened if, as Henderson has argued, 
many of the details of Cratinus’ treatment are original to him. Among the possible 
innovations are Zeus’ metamorphosis into a swan, rather than a goose; Nemesis’ 
                                                
503 Fr. 115.3 uses the demonstrative pronoun ὅδε (“this”) to refer to the egg. 
504 Apulian red-figure bell-krater, c. 380-370 BCE, Bari, Museo Nazionale 3899. For a 
discussion of the scene and possible character identifications, see Walsh 2009, 135-37. 
Taplin 1993, 82, suggests that an Apulian vase by Python c. 350-325 (Paestum 21370) 
depicts a “serious” birth of Helen, but the presence of Papposilenus suggests a satyr 
drama, as Henderson 2012, 4, notes. 
505 In the version of Helen, an eagle is said to chase Zeus as part of the deception. The 
fragments of Nemesis give no explicit confirmation that the same ruse was used by the 
comic Zeus, but Henderson 2014 convincingly suggests that Hyginus, who does mention 
an eagle, has preserved the Cratinean account (Astronomica 2.8) 
506 On the reevaluation of Helen in Athenian art, see Shapiro 2005 
507 Henderson 2012, 4 
	  	  
257	  
retaining human form; and Zeus’ seduction, rather than rape, of Nemesis.508 Even if, 
however, Cratinus did not introduce each of these innovations, the similarities between 
the Nemesis and the Helen accounts would likely remind the audience of Cratinus’ 
comedy. Indeed, the egg was not original to Cratinus as it appears in the Cypria, Sappho 
(fr. 166), and on vase-paintings from about 450, but no doubt the egg was one of the most 
memorable props of Cratinus’ production. The appearance of an egg onstage certainly 
made a significant impression on vase-painters, whether or not they were inspired by 
Cratinus’ Nemesis itself.509 And although the two plays were produced nineteen years 
apart (Nemesis in 431 and Helen in 412), this gap is smaller than the twenty-seven year 
timespan between Euripides’ Telephus and Aristophanes’ parody of it in Women at the 
Thesmophoria.  
 One final aspect of Euripides’ treatment of the myth strengthens the potential 
connection to Cratinus. In the prologue, just after the description of her dubious birth, 
Helen also recounts an important myth in the Trojan War cycle: the Judgment of Paris. 
As we have seen, this myth was treated by Cratinus himself in Dionysalexandros, and 
Cratinus’ version, in which Dionysus (not Paris) is truly responsible for the war, departs 
radically from the Homeric version of events. While Euripides is certainly not drawing on 
Cratinus’ version of the Judgment of Paris in Helen (the tragic account closely parallels 
                                                
508 On the possible mythological innovations in Nemesis, see chapter 4 and Henderson 
2012. See also Gantz 1993, 318-21, for the variations. 
509 Unfortunately, we do not know whether the vase-painting depicting Papposilenus at 
the birth of Helen from an egg was inspired by a satyr drama. Sophocles wrote a 
Tyndareus, possibly a tragedy or a satyr drama, but the subject of that play is unknown. 
	  	  
258	  
that of Stesichorus, which also features a phantom Helen), Euripides was aware of 
Cratinus’ comedy since he alludes to it in his Trojan Women.  
 Poets sometimes refer to alternative versions of myths in order to discredit 
them,510 and it is tempting to read Euripides’ allusion to Cratinus’ Nemesis in this light. 
Despite Helen’s expressed skepticism about the myth, however, the play as a whole does 
not discredit it explicitly, and it implicitly verifies it. Upon the reunion of husband and 
wife, Menelaus exclaims, “Ι have my wife, the child of Zeus and Leda!” (ἔχω τὰ τοῦ 
Διὸϲ λέκτρα Λήδαϲ τε, 637).511 Menelaus is aware of the story, and Helen does not 
express skepticism here. She herself then refers to her brothers (ξυνοµαίµονες, 640). 
Though she does not identify them by name, only as “white-horsed lads” (κόροι 
λεύκιπποι, 638), she clearly means the Dioscuri, twins Castor and Pollux. At the end of 
the tragedy, these brothers appear ex machina as divine representatives of Zeus. Their 
appearance halts the action, and Castor addresses the figures onstage. He calls himself 
and his twin the Dioscuri (literally “Sons of Zeus”) and says that Leda bore them and 
Helen (1644-45). They go on to explain that everything that has happened was fated and 
was the will of the gods, and they express regret that they were unable to rescue Helen 
sooner. And so, although Helen doubted that Zeus was her father in part because he did 
not aid her, Castor gives the impression that Zeus himself was powerless to alter fate and 
the will of the other gods. Castor, therefore, neither confirms nor denies the details of 
                                                
510 Pindar famously rejects a prominent myth about Pelops before offering his own in 
Olympian 1. 
511 As the line stands, it is illogical (literally, “I have the marriage bed of Zeus and 
Leda”) and unmetrical. Nevertheless, the sense of the line is clear, even if the Greek text 
is corrupt. See Allan 2008, ad loc. 
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Helen’s conception and birth, but the impression left is that since Helen was wrong to 
doubt Zeus’ paternity, she may have also been wrong about her conception. 
 The allusion to Cratinus, therefore, does not discredit the comic poet’s version of 
the myth, but rather it is used to foreshadow the comic tropes found throughout the Helen 
and to acknowledge Euripides’ debt to comedy. As we noted above, the Helen contains 
many comic elements, many of which are found in Cratinus’ Nemesis (e.g., plotting, 
deceitful seduction, disguise, mistaken identity). And Cratinus also may have been 
known for his extremely innovative treatments of myth, as, for example, in his 
Dionysalexandros, which seems to subvert the tradition before realigning with the 
mythological tradition at the end of the drama. Euripides has employed this technique in 
the Helen.512  
 As for the specific myth of Helen’s birth, Euripides is able to incorporate it in 
such a way to make it horrific, especially for the tragic heroine herself. The humorous 
events of Cratinus’ comedy become, in Helen’s eyes, merely grotesque. Her obsession 
with her reputation and parentage stem from and magnify her horror at the stories that her 
real father was Zeus disguised as a swan. When she alludes to her birth from the egg, 
which must have been an uproarious scene in the comedy, she cannot even bear to utter 
the word egg, and instead relies on the circumlocution “white vessel for chicks” (τεῦχοϲ 
νεοϲϲῶν λευκὸν, 258). In the same passage, when Helen asks whether her mother bore a 
monstrosity (τέραϲ) for men (256), it is unclear whether she means herself or the egg. Of 
                                                
512 Wright 2005, 2007 has called both Helen and Dionysalexandros “counterfactual.” 
Although I dispute the characterization of these dramas as counterfactual (see chapter 2), 
Wright’s term does indicate the similar styles of myth-making in these two dramas.  
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course, she means both. Helen herself, as the reputed cause of the Trojan War, has been a 
monstrosity for men, but her birth from what was originally an egg fit for a comedy 
becomes in Euripides a monstrosity itself, a harbinger of the tragic events she has caused 
and suffered later in life. 
 Euripides thus shows his own innovativeness in incorporating a comic story into 
his tragedy, and, at the same time, his treatment reveals the fluidity of myth, able to move 
from the comic to the tragic mode. By emphasizing Helen’s point of view in the tale, 
rather than (as would be the case in Cratinus’ comedy) Zeus’ perspective, the same story 
is able to become tragic. Indeed, in chapter 4 we noticed that the tragedians often focus 
on the victims of Zeus’ sexual escapades to elicit pity, and Euripides has used this 
technique in his Helen.   
 
NEW PERSPECTIVES ON COMIC MYTH-MAKING AND ITS INFLUENCE 
In late fifth-century Athens, tragedy was the dominant myth-making genre, but it was not 
a static genre. It evolved to respond to audiences’ tastes, incorporated dramaturgical 
innovations, and was influenced by other genres. Aeschylus is said to have called his 
tragedy slices of the banquet of Homer, an acknowledgment of the great debt the tragic 
poets owed to Homeric epic. In this chapter, I have argued that the comic poets offered 
tragedians something as well, even if only a side dish. In Euripides’ Trojan Women and 
Helen, we find two potential allusions to myths possibly invented by Cratinus. Euripides 
does alter the myths for his own dramatic purposes, but an astute audience member 
would notice the affinities. These allusions in Euripides indicate not only that, in the fifth 
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Ἑλένηϲ ἁρπαγή Abduction of Helen 
Ἑλένηϲ µνηϲτῆρεϲ Suitors of Helen 
Ἑπτὰ ἐπὶ Θήβαϲ Seven Against Thebes 
Ἡϲιόνη Hesione 
Καύνιοι Caunians 




Ὀδυϲϲεὺϲ ἀπονιπτόµενοϲ Odysseus Washed 
Ὀδυϲϲεὺϲ ὑφαίνων Odysseus Weaving 
                                                
513 NB: Poets and titles are arranged in the manner of K-A: poets are alphabetized by 







































Ὑάκινθοϲ (πορνοβοϲκόϲ) Hyacinthus (or Hyacinthus the Pimp) 

















































Ἡρακλῆϲ γαµῶν Heracles’ Marriage 
Aristomenes  
Ἄδµητοϲ Admetus 












Διόνυϲοϲ ναυαγόϲ Dionysus Shipwrecked 
Δράµατα ἢ Κένταυροϲ Dramas or Centaur 
Δράµατα ἢ Νίοβοϲ Dramas or Niobus 
Ἥρωεϲ Heroes 
Κώκαλοϲ Cocalus 
Λήµνιαι Lemnian Women 
Πολύιδοϲ Polyidus 
Προάγων Proagon 


























Εὐνεῖδαι Sons of Euneus 
Θρᾶιτται Thracian Women 
Ἰδαῖοι Men of Ida 
Νέµεϲιϲ Nemesis 
Ὀδυϲϲῆϲ Odysseuses 
Πανόπται All-seeing Ones 






































Λήµνιαι Lemnian Women 























Διονυϲ[ο- Dionysus <?> 
Ἐλπὶϲ ἢ Πλοῦτοϲ Hope or Wealth 
Ἥβαϲ γάµοϲ Marriage of Hebe 
Ἡρακλῆϲ ὁ ἐπὶ τὸν ζωϲτῆρα Heracles and the Belt 
Ἡρακλῆϲ ὁ πὰρ Φόλωι Heracles at Pholos 
Ἡρακλῆϲ ⟨  ⟩ Heracles <?> 
Κύκλωψ Cyclops 
Κωµαϲταὶ ἢ Ἅφαιϲτοϲ Revelers or Hephaestus 
Λόγοϲ καὶ Λογίνα Logos and Logina 
Μήδεια Medea 
Μοῦϲαι Muses 
Ὀδυϲϲεὺϲ αὐτόµολοϲ Odysseus the Deserter 
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Ὀδυϲϲεὺϲ ναυαγόϲ Odysseus Shipwrecked 
Ὀδυϲϲεὺϲ ⟨  ⟩ Odysseus <?> 
Περίαλλοϲ Hip joint 



































Ὀδυϲϲεὺϲ ἢ Πανόπται Odysseus or The All-Seers 
Οἰδίπουϲ Oedipus 
Οἰνόµαοϲ ἢ Πέλοψ Oenomaus or Pelops 
Πρόκριϲ Procris 
Προϲουϲία ἢ Κύκνοϲ Prosousia or Cycnus 







Θεῶν ἀγορά Agora of the Gods 
Μυϲοί Muses 
Eupolis  








































Ἁµυµώνη ⟨ἢ? Πέλοψ Amymone or Pelops 
Γαλάτεια Galatea 
Ἡρακλῆϲ γαµῶν Heracles’ Marriage 
Ἡρακλῆϲ χορηγόϲ Heracles the Producer 
Κένταυροϲ Centaur 
Κρῆτεϲ Cretans 
Λήµνιαι Lemnian Women 
Nicophon  
Ἄδωνιϲ Adonis 
Ἀφροδίτηϲ γοναί Birth of Aphrodite 
Ἐγχειρογάϲτορεϲ Hands-to-Mouth 










Ἀνθρωφηρακλῆϲ Heracles the Mortal 
Μυρµηκάνθρωποι Antmen 
Χείρων Chiron 



















Ἀρτέµιδοϲ καὶ Ἀπόλλωνοϲ ⟨γοναί⟩ <Birth> of Artemis and Apollo 
Διὸϲ γοναί Birth of Zeus 
Ἑρµοῦ καὶ Ἀφροδίτηϲ γοναί Birth of Hermes and Aphrodite 
Ὄλυµποϲ Olympus 















Ἰλίου πόρθηϲιϲ ⟨ἢ⟩ Ἵπποϲ The Sack of Troy or Horse 













Νὺξ Μακρά The Long Night 
Ξάνται ἢ Κέρκωπεϲ Wool-Carders or Cercopes 
Φάων Phaon 
Polyzelus  
Ἀφροδίτηϲ γοναί Birth of Aphrodite 
Δηµοτυνδάρεωϲ Demos-Tyndareus 
Διονύϲου γοναί Birth of Dionysus 
Μουϲῶν γοναί Birth of the Muses 













Τυνδάρεωϲ ἢ Λήδα Tyndareus or Leda 
Straton  
Φοινικίδηϲ The Son of Phoenix 
Strattis  
Ἀνθρωπορέϲτηϲ Orestes the Mortal 
































Ἰκάριοι Ϲάτυροι Icarian Satyrs 
Καύνιοι Caunians 
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